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ABSTRACT
This study is an examination of the ideologies present in the highest-

grossing romantic comedy from each year in the past decade, 1999-2009. I first

analyzed the films’ narrative structures using Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991)

model of interaction stages in relationships. Then, I employed semiotic and
discourse analysis to determine the dominant discourses in the films. Knapp and

Vangelisti’s (1991) model is incongruent with the romantic comedy genre.
Furthermore, romantic relationship participants are defined as White, upper-

middle-to upper-class, upper-20s to 30s, attractive, and heterosexual. Women
are initially occupationally successful, but eventually focus more energy on their

personal relationships, whereas men transform into the acceptable amount of
masculine. Partners rescue each other based on gender-specific norms. Couples

engage in romantic relationships that were predestined, and resulted in living
happily ever after.
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CHAPTER ONE

AT FIRST SIGHT: INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Boy meets girl, boy and girl fall in love, boy loses girl, and then boy and

girl live happily ever after. This type of relationship progression can often be
found in media, leading to simplistic portrayals of relationships that are not

necessarily realistic. Romantic relationships are often portrayed in the media,
whether in a serious manner (such as documentaries or dramas), a humorous
manner (such as sitcoms or romantic comedies), or a melodramatic manner

(such as sbap operas or highly dramatized “reality” shows). Because of the

pervasiveness of the media in current Western culture, the ways that romantic
relationships are portrayed in the media are important, and can affect how people
view their own romantic relationships (Galician, 2004; Segrin & Nabi, 2002;
Shanahan & Morgan, 1999; Winn, 2007). That is, exposure to portrayals of

romantic relationships may cause media consumers to form beliefs about their

own romantic relationships, as well as the nature of idealized romantic
relationships.

Indeed, media are important transmitters of culture and can affect
audiences’ perceptions of social reality, including perceptions of romantic

relationships (Shanahan & Morgan, 1999; Signorielli, 1991). Gerbner, Gross,

Morgan, Signorielli, and Shanahan (2002) claim that most of what we know is
learned from stories and images that audiences absorb via media. Further,
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Barthes (1972) asserts that the media contain myths, or stories, which

enculturate consumers into believing certain truths about the world. Stories

“socialize [people] into roles of gender, age, class, vocation, and lifestyle, and

offer models for conformity or targets for rebellion” (Gerbner, 1999, p. ix). That is,
the media perpetuate dominant ideologies and ideas, encouraging consumers to

believe in, and accept, these ideologies as true (Barthes, 1972). Media give

audiences information through stories, and these stories serve as important
agents of influence, socialization, and communication of cultural norms and

values. Through continued exposure to these ideologies, vis-a-vis media,
audiences may begin to accept these ideologies as natural, normal, and
“commonsense. ” Thus, even though people may believe that they are aware of
the difference between the “real” world and the mediated world, they may in fact

be influenced by the media they consume.
Through message repetition, media stories become mainstreamed, or

assimilated into a culture (Gerbner, et al., 2002). Although there are usually
subcultures within any given culture, influences such as the media can
nonetheless work to bridge the differences amongst people, bringing subcultures

together in their beliefs about overarching ideologies and working to homogenize

cultural beliefs. By definition, popular, or mass, culture (including films and

television) reach large audiences, thus increasing the likelihood of culturally
homogenous ideologies. Indeed, films are “one of the most pervasive vehicles for
communication in American culture, surpassed only by network television series
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as a mass mode of storytelling and symbolic imagery” (Hirschman, 1987, p. 336).

Thus, mass media can act as a tool for transmitting cultural values and beliefs.
Specifically, romantic films, with their focus on romantic relationships, can

perpetuate beliefs about romantic relationships.

Romantic Films

So-called “romantic films” have not been uniformly defined (Harris, et al.,
2004; Preston, 2000). Romantic films could consist of romantic dramas, romantic
comedies, or even action-adventure movies containing elements of romance. As

Preston (2000) notes, the majority of films contain at least some elements of
romance within their narratives. Harris, et al. (2004) conceptualize romantic films

as films with a focus on romantic relationships, regardless of the valence of the
film (e.g., positive or negative). More specifically, Griffin (2006) conceives of

romantic films as those with an overt love theme, which is described as a film

where the plot is motivated by romantic relationship(s). Rather than restricting
romantic films to the genre of “woman’s films,” this study employed both Harris’
and Griffin’s conceptualizations of romantic films as films where romantic

relationships are the central focus

and serve to move the plot forward.

Using this

definition, films that feature romantic relationships as subplots were not

considered as romantic films for the purposes of this thesis.
Romantic comedies, while not recognized as their own genre of film, are a

type of romantic film (Preston, 2000). Although there is no widely accepted
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definition for what constitutes a romantic comedy, Preston does define some
conventions that are present in almost all romantic comedies. For example, one

of the protagonists realizes that they are either engaged to, or involved with, the
“wrong” person (not the other protagonist), which leads to the plot centering

around the protagonist attempting to begin a relationship with the “right" person.
Further, protagonists always have a best friend or confidante of the same sex, or
in some cases, the female protagonist will have a gay man as her best friend or

confidante. The protagonists typically spend large amounts of time professing
their love for each other to their friends, while their friends offer advice and/or
support.
Additionally, romantic comedies typically portray romance as a magical

event that does not happen routinely (Preston, 2000). Thus, romance is

spontaneous, all-consuming, and special. This leads to the transformative
moment, where protagonists realize and profess their undying devotion and love

for each other. This may occur simultaneously, or may be separate, but every
romantic comedy includes this/these moment/s. Moreover, this undying devotion
is implied, or sometimes overtly portrayed, with many romantic comedies
including a culminating wedding, and

all romantic comedies at least implying that

the romance between protagonists will last a lifetime.

Related to the convention of the culminating wedding is the convention of
female protagonists who overwhelmingly desire marriage more than their male

counterparts. Females are also typically portrayed as working in low-paying
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professions, ostensibly until they can find ’someone to marry. Another convention
of romantic comedies is that of a focus away from an overt display of male and
female bodies, which includes a focus away from overt portrayals of sexual

encounters, in comparison to romantic dramas. Finally, romantic comedies
necessarily contain elements of humor, similar to traditional comedy. Although
romantic comedies do share conventions with both comedy and romantic

drama/melodrama, they are also unique, sharing conventions that comedy and
romantic drama do not include alone.

Romantic films, specifically romantic comedies, have not traditionally been

considered worthy of academic study (Preston, 2000). However, given the
media’s influence on beliefs about romantic relationships, it is both appropriate

and necessary to analyze romantic comedies in order to determine how romance

is portrayed.

Stages of Romantic Relationship Development and Dissolution

The conventions and narrative structure of romantic comedies can mirror
audience members’ actual lives. Often, people in romantic relationships celebrate

the beginnings of their relationships (e.g., anniversaries), eagerly anticipate the
“firsts" of their relationships (e.g., first date, first kiss, first holiday together, etc.),

speak to their friends about their partners, and publicly commit to their partners.
Indeed, according to Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction stages in
relationships, couples move through several steps when beginning and ending
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I
romantic relationships. While there are variations in the time it takes to move

through each step, Knapp and Vangelisti (1991) contend that all romantic
relationships follow the same basic pattern, and include important relationship
milestones. Based on a cursory view, it appears that couples in romantic

comedies loosely follow Knapp and Vangelisti’s model. Thus, the model

appeared to be a useful approach to frame my analysis of the narrative structure
of romantic relationship portrayals.

Model of Interaction Stages in Relationships
Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction stages in relationships

is related to stage theories of interpersonal relationships, in that they claim that
interpersonal relationships develop, and dissolve, in distinct stages or phases

that can be studied and explained. Although the model has not been extensively
tested, it provides valuable information about how a relationship progresses
(Mongeau & Henningsen, 2008). The model of interaction stages also draws

from Altman and Taylor’s (1973) social penetration theory, in that both share the

assumptions that communication changes as relationships change and that

relationships can both develop and deteriorate; however, the model of interaction
stages in relationships and social penetration theory differ in that the model of

interaction stages uses separate stages for relationship development and
deterioration, while social penetration theory only uses one set of stages through

which relationships progress or regress (Mongeau & Henningsen, 2008). Thus,
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while the model of interaction stages shares important similarities with, and
draws upon, social penetration theory, it also has important differences.

Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model uses a staircase as a metaphor, with
each relational stage a step forward. They first propose that relationship

development has five separate stages (initiating, experimenting, intensifying,
integrating, and bonding). Initiating occurs when people first meet each other,

and is characterized by cautious, restrained communication, as people try to
present themselves as likable, while also assessing the attractiveness of others.

During initiation, potential partners exchange greetings and other superficial

communication. In experimenting, people try to learn more about each other
through their communication. People are still typically cautious about disclosing
personal information; instead, they exchange demographic information, and
engage in casual small talk. For instance, people may disclose information about

hobbies, interests, and occupations, while refraining from talking about family
problems, past relationships, or long-term goals.

Intensifying is characterized by greater physical and psychological
intimacy, with people feeling comfortable disclosing family secrets, weaknesses,

and other personal information. At this stage, people are willing to show their
vulnerabilities, which leads to more personal self-disclosure than in earlier

stages. Typically, partners refer to themselves as “we” rather than “I,” and directly
express their commitment to each other. Additionally, partners have often

developed a special, shared vocabulary; either partners have special meanings

7

for words that are not shared with anyone else, or they make up their own words

or phrases. Integrating is a further step towards becoming a couple, when
partners recognize the uniqueness of their bond, synchronize their routines, and
live as a figurative single entity. Partners merge their social circles and typically
share common property, such as a house, pet, or bank account. Additionally,

partners may exchange intimate gifts, marking them as a couple, such as

clothing or jewelry. Finally, bonding, the final stage, is expressed through a public
commitment to each other, through an engagement, marriage, or similar
commitment ceremony. At this point, the relationship is publicly recognized,

bonding partners together.
Likewise, relationship dissolution also has five separate stages
(differentiation, circumscribing, stagnating, avoiding, and termination). During
differentiation, partners spend time speaking about their differences, and typically

speak of “I” instead of “we.” Conflict and fighting can occur during this stage, but
sometimes is not included. In circumscribing, partners limit the topics included in

their communication. They try to stay away from “touchy” topics, leading to

limited conversations, less frequent communication, and less physical and

psychological intimacy.
Stagnating is characterized by partners being at a standstill, doing nothing
but going through the motions of their relationship. At this point, communication
is awkward and forced, and is not intimate in nature. Because almost every topic

is off-limits, partners tend to engage in superficial, unproductive small talk, much

8

like in experimenting, but without the intent of increasing intimacy. Avoiding
occurs when partners decrease contact, both physically and psychologically. One

or both of the partners make excuses to avoid seeing or communicating with

each other. Further, even when partners are together, they may ignore each
other, or refuse to communicate with each other. Finally, in terminating, partners
disassociate from one another, and terminate their contact with each other.

Thus, communication, both verbal and nonverbal, is the impetus for
movement through the steps (Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991,2000). That is, as

partners share more intimate communication, they move through the

development staircase, and as they share less intimate communication, they

move through the dissolution staircase. While Knapp and Vangelisti (2000) note
that relationships do not necessarily follow a linear pattern, they claim that
couples who skip any of the steps miss important information and

communication, and may be unprepared to enter any step without first

experiencing the prior step. Additionally, while the model does not specify a
particular amount of time that couples should spend at each step, Knapp and

Vangelisti do assert that movement through early steps (one and two) is typically

quick, but movement beyond that is usually slower, as it takes more time for
partners to feel comfortable disclosing highly personal information.
Although Knapp and Vangelisti (1991, 2000) claim that the model of
interaction stages in relationships describes interpersonal relationships in

general, it appears more fitting for romantic relationships, as it contains steps
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such as marriage or bonding ceremonies, activities that friends, coworkers,

family members, and the like typically do not share. Thus, in this thesis, I
assumed that the model is used to describe romantic relationship development

and dissolution. Further, although the model was created to describe actual
relationships, in this study, I used it to analyze mediated portrayals of romantic

relationships. Drawing on this model, it is clear that relationship development
begins with initiation, and, in romantic comedies, peaks with couples engaging in
some type of public stereotypical commitment ritual, such as a marriage or

having a child together. Indeed, romantic comedies almost exclusively end with
couples publicly proclaiming their love for each other. Thus, because of the
preponderance of literature that points to the numerous implications of romantic

relationships portrayed in the media, this is an important area of research for

media and interpersonal scholars alike.

Statement of the Problem

Because romantic comedies feature prominent romantic relationships,

repeated exposure to romantic comedies may influence audiences’ perceptions
of what romantic relationships should be like. People who are exposed to media
content depicting romantic relationships may rely on those portrayals when they

are either considering beginning a new romantic relationship, or evaluating a

current romantic relationship (Shanahan & Morgan, 1999; Signorielli, 1991;
Sternberg, 1995; Winn, 2007). As close relationships become more prominently
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illustrated in the media, people may become dissatisfied with their romantic
relationships if they do not perceive them as equal with media portrayals of

romantic relationships (Attridge & Bercheid, 1994). Shapiro and Kroeger (1991),
as well as Sternberg (1995), suggest that people create their own meanings of

love as ideal stories, and people often base their relational satisfaction on how
well their actual romantic relationships match their created stories about ideal

romantic relationships. These stories are often created through exposure to
media portrayals of romantic relationships, meaning that relational satisfaction

may be dependent upon how well peoples’ romantic relationships match the ideal

romantic relationship stories presented in the media (Metz, 2007; Winn, 2007).
That is, levels of relational satisfaction could be affected by actual romantic

relationships not meeting mediated expectations.
Additionally, romantic relationship satisfaction, or dissatisfaction, can
impact the longevity of the relationship (Epstein & Eidelson, 1981; Rusbult,

1983). That is, people who are dissatisfied with their relationship may choose to

dissolve it, typically through separation or divorce. The most recent data on
marriage and divorce rates in the United States reveal that in 2000, the total
number of marriages was 2,315,000, with a rate (per 1,000 total population) of

8.2; at the same time, the total number of divorces (excluding data from
California, Indiana, Louisiana, and Oklahoma) was 944,000, with a rate of 4.0

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2010). That is, even excluding the
aforementioned four states, approximately one half of all marriages ended in

11

divorce. The same source reveals that over the years, the marriage rate has
steadily declined; in 2007, the total number of marriages was 2,197,000, with a
rate of 7.3. At the same time, the divorce rate has increased; in the same year,
the total number of divorces (excluding data from California, Georgia, Hawaii,

Indiana, Louisiana, and Minnesota) was 856,000, with a rate of 3.6. Although at

first glance, it appears that the divorce rate has decreased, the simultaneous
decrease in the marriage rate means that a higher proportion of marriages ended

in divorce in 2007 than in 2000. Further, as the 2007 divorce rate data do not

include six states, it is reasonable to believe that the divorce rate is even higher
than reported.
While increased divorce rates do not necessarily stem from media
portrayals of romantic relationships, increased divorce rates very well likely stem

from relational dissatisfaction. Thus, one can posit causes of relational

dissatisfaction, one of which may be that the relationship does not compare to
the mediated portrayals of romantic relationships. Further, a decline in the

marriage rate necessarily means that fewer people have gotten married; of

course, there are many probable causes for fewer marriages, but one can also

speculate that difficulty initiating and maintaining romantic relationships, as well
as general dissatisfaction with the notion of marriage, may lead to fewer people
choosing to marry. Again, although media portrayals of romantic relationships
cannot be directly implicated, it is still important to understand the ways that
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romantic relationships are portrayed, as well as the beliefs about romantic
relationships that are implicit in these portrayals.

Moreover, while real life romantic relationships can be highly complex and

individualized, based on numerous factors, including the people engaging in the

relationships, media tend to simplify relationships. For instance, popular media
(i.e., television, film, and the Internet) often portray relationship initiation as
conforming to a series of prescribed, simplistic steps. The popularity of Internet

based dating sites, such as www.eharmony.com, or www.match.com, speak to

this trend of romantic relationship initiation as a carefully packaged plan that
people need only follow in order to achieve a satisfying romantic relationship.

Romantic comedies, as well, often portray relationship initiation as

simplistic, with protagonists following prescribed steps in order to achieve eternal

happiness. Even when protagonists engage in conflict, or experience relationship
difficulties, romantic comedies imply that after a brief time of difficulty,

protagonists will have a happy, conflict-free life together. However, as anyone

who has been in a relationship can attest, relationship development is often not
as easy as following a few steps, and successfully working through a conflict
does not guarantee that a couple will live happily ever after. Thus, people may

experience frustration when their expectations do not match those set forth in the
media.

Despite potentially unrealistic expectations depicted in romantic comedies,

people continue to consume this type of media. On average, the romantic
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comedy genre was the second highest-grossing film genre between 1995 and

2010, capturing 5.96% of the market share. In sum total, the romantic comedy
genre was the sixth highest-grossing film genre (The Numbers, 2010, “Top

Grossing Genres"). Although recent data show a decline in actual ticket sales for
romantic comedies between 1999 and 2009 (142,155,863 and 84,796,274,
respectively), the drop in ticket sales may be attributed to the pervasiveness of

rent-by-mail companies such as Netflix or Blockbuster (The Numbers, 2010, “Box
Office History”). Regardless, romantic comedies continue to be popular at the

box office, and approximately 24 romantic comedies are released annually.
Given the popularity of romantic comedies, their focus on interpersonal

relationships, and their potential for influence, it is appropriate to examine how

romantic relationships are portrayed in romantic comedies. Thus, the following
section reviews the extant literature on portrayals of romantic relationships in the
mass media.

Extant Literature on Portrayals of Romantic Relationships

Research on media portrayals of romantic relationships has focused
mainly on mainstream media, particularly on popular television and film. Further,
research can be summarized as belonging to one of four separate, but
interrelated, areas: (a) portrayals of romantic relationships and their possible

effects on viewers; (b) portrayals of conflict in romantic relationships, specifically

aggression and dating violence, gendered conflict, and conflict myths; (c)
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heteronormative ideologies in romantic relationships; and (d) portrayals of sex in

romantic relationships and their possible effects on viewers.

Portrayals of Romantic Relationships
Typically, research on mediated portrayals of romantic relationships has
focused on how they are portrayed, the effects of these portrayals, and possible

differences in effects based on biological sex. Many scholars (e.g., Galician,
2004, 2007; Segrin & Nabi, 2002; Winn, 2007) argue that romantic relationships
are portrayed in the media as idealized and unrealistic, thus contributing to

unrealistic expectations. Relationship idealization can be framed in terms of what

romantic relationships

should be (e.g., ideas about romance, sex, and physical

appearance), as well as in terms of what romantic relationships should

not be

(e.g., ideas about conflict or discord) (Segrin & Nabi, 2002). Research about
portrayals of romantic relationships in the media has typically focused on film

(e.g., Cooks, Orbe, & Bruess, 1993; Galician, 2004, 2007; Holmes, 2007;
Pardun, 2001) as well as television (e.g., Eggermont, 2004; Haferkamp, 1999;
Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999).

Galician (2004, 2007) claims that there are several common myths about

ideal romantic relationships present in romantic comedies (ten are relevant for
this review): (a) one's partner is predestined by fate; (b) love at first sight exists;
(c) partners should be able to read each others' minds; (d) sex between

predestined partners should be perfect, (e) women must be physically attractive

I
to “catch” a man; (f) men should be more successful, wealthier, taller, etc. than

15

women; (g) women can - and should - change men for the better; (h) fighting
constantly is a sign of true love; (i) love is all people need, and different opinions,

values, and ideas are unimportant; (j) romantic partners should complete each
other; and (k) actors and actresses are the same as the characters they portray.

These myths can be present alone, but are often present in conjunction with one
another, working to portray romantic relationships as perfect.
Other scholars concur with Galician (2004, 2007). For instance, Ward and

Rivadeneyra (1999) conducted a content analysis of romantic films, arguing that

romantic relationships overwhelmingly occurred between two physically attractive
people, thus perpetuating the myth that one must be attractive to engage in a
successful, happy romantic relationship. Tanner, Haddock, Zimmerman, and

Lund (2003), in their content analysis of 26 Disney feature-length animated films,

discovered that couples fell in love quickly and lived “happily ever after.”
Similarly, Pardun (2001) maintains that romantic films portray love as happening
spontaneously and quickly, without a realistic period of time for partners to get to

know each other. In their content analysis of the top grossing romantic comedies
from 1995-2005, Johnson and Holmes (2009) assert that not only was romantic

love portrayed as happening quickly, but also progressing quickly; that is,
partners declared their undying love for each other soon after beginning a
relationship.

Other scholars have pointed to so-called “fairy tale” themes similar to
those mentioned by Galician (2004, 2007). For instance, Cooks, et al. (1993), in
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their study of Pretty Woman, conclude that the film portrays myths similar to

Cinderella,

such as princesses (women) needing to be saved by princes (men),

and true love is predestined. Similarly, others argue that many romantic
comedies contain themes often found within fairy tales, and promote the belief
that romantic relationships should be idyllic, and resemble a fairy tale romance

(Evans & Deleyto, 1998; Griffin, 2006; Rubinfeld, 2001; Schwartz, 1994). Further,
Griffin (2006) emphasizes that not only are fairy tale myths common to many

romantic films, but are also joined by the myths that partners should be able to
read each others’ minds, and that sex between romantic partners should be

perfect. Implicit in these fairy tale themes is that romance must occur exclusively
between a man and a woman; that is, a prince cannot save another prince, nor

can a princess save another princess (although, on occasion, princesses can
save princes). Rather, romantic comedies evidence a heteronormative bias,

whereby cross-sex romantic relationships are portrayed as more valuable or

socially correct than same-sex romantic relationships. This heteronormative bias

is discussed more extensively later.
While idealized and fairy tale themes have been studied extensively, the

perpetuation of traditional gender roles through those themes has been given
comparatively little attention. Galician (2004, 2007) notes that there is typically an

emphasis on women needing to be physically attractive in order to “catch” a man.
The emphasis for men is typically on being wealthier, physically stronger, and
taller than women. This enforces the traditional gender roles of women being
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attractive “eye candy,” while men are providers and protectors. The role of the
man as protector is also found in the fairy tale theme of “the prince saves the
princess,” implying that women must be saved, while men must be the saviors
(Cooks, et al., 1993). Indeed, the role of savior and protector can be found in

many romantic comedies (see, e.g., Haferkamp, 1999; Johnson & Holmes,

2009). Men and women are typically portrayed as fundamentally different, with
men making grand, romantic gestures towards the women they love (rather than

actively communicating their emotions and feelings, a stereotypical women’s

role), comforting their romantic partner, and maintaining their careers and

relationships. Women, however, are typically portrayed as receivers of romantic
gestures, in need of comfort, and willing to sacrifice their careers in order to
maintain their romantic relationships, prioritizing love over their careers.

Overall, the literature about romantic relationship portrayals claims that

men are characterized as strong, powerful, and heroic, whereas women are
depicted as weak, powerless, and victims who must be saved by the heroes.

Thus, the literature shows men and women engaging in romantic relationships in
different ways. Because my research included analysis of gendered differences

in mediated portrayals of romantic relationships, the literature to date informed
my understanding of how romantic relationships are typically portrayed, and
provided a useful framework and foundation for my analysis.

Effects of Idealistic Portrayals. While many scholars have focused on

romantic relationship portrayals, other scholars have taken this work a step
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further by studying the possible effects these depictions have on viewers. While
some have analyzed the effects from film (e.g., Metz, 2007; Winn, 2007), these

constitute a minority of the published research. Instead, the majority of scholars
have focused on television effects (e.g., Eggermont, 2004; Haferkamp, 1990;

Holmes, 2007; Segrin & Nabi, 2002; Shapiro & Kroeger, 1991). Further, scholars

have overwhelmingly studied the effects of idealized romantic relationship
portrayals on adolescents, largely ignoring possible effects on adults.

In a qualitative, open-ended survey of 12 adults in committed
relationships, Metz (2007) found that idealized beliefs about romantic
relationships, which are often perpetuated through the media, led to increased

doubt about participants’ relationships and partners. Indeed, participants reported
that they often questioned the state of their relationship, measuring it against the

standards portrayed in popular romantic films. Similarly, Winn (2007) claims that
media, specifically romantic films, teach people “relational scripts” that influence
the way they think about romantic relationships and promote idealized

perceptions of romantic relationships. These idealized perceptions, according to
Winn, can lead to increased doubt about the quality of one’s own relationship.
Although the scholarship about the effects of portrayals of idealistic romantic

relationships in films is helpful, much more research is needed to uncover

possible effects of these idealistic portrayals in film.
While the effects of portrayals of romantic relationships in television have

been more widely researched, there is still a paucity of research in this area,
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especially since analyses have focused exclusively on effects on adolescents,
while ignoring possible effects on adults. For instance, Eggermont (2004)

examined adolescents’ television watching behavior, arguing that adolescents
who are heavy television viewers tend to have idealized beliefs about romantic

relationships. Haferkamp (1999), as well as Segrin and Nabi (2002), focused on

specific types of programs; while Haferkamp (1999) studied soap opera viewing,
Segrin and Nabi (2002) examined romantic program viewing. The results of both

inquiries led Haferkamp (1999) and Segrin and Nabi (2002) to suggest that there
is a positive association between the amounts of time spent viewing soap operas

and romantic programs, respectively, and levels of romantic relationship
perceptions.

A correlation between portrayals of romantic relationships in the media

and idealized beliefs about romantic relationships was posited by Shapiro and
Kroeger (1991), as well as Sternberg (1995). They both claim that people

construct ideal relationships based on the idealized standard of romantic
relationships portrayed in the media, and found that people who endorsed highly

idealized beliefs about romantic relationships also reported high levels of

exposure to popular romantic media. In a survey of adolescents, Holmes (2007)
also found an association between preference for romance-oriented media and

beliefs in two idealized beliefs: (a) that everyone has a soul mate, and (b) that

partners should be able to read each others* minds.
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Although effects of idealistic portrayals have not been widely researched,
particularly in film, scholars have discussed the implications of exposure to
mediated portrayals of romantic relationships. Thus far, researchers have

supported the idea that idealistic portrayals may lead to unrealistic beliefs, thus

implying that mediated portrayals do have some effect. While I did not focus on
the effects of any portrayals, effects research helps support the rationale for this

thesis; if portrayals may have some effects, then it is important to study the types

of romantic relationship portrayals evidenced in media.

Relational Satisfaction. While some studies have focused on how
idealized portrayals of romantic relationships in the media may lead to idealized

beliefs about romantic relationships, others have tried to link high levels of
idealized beliefs with low levels of relational satisfaction. For instance, Rusbult
and Buunk (1993) aver that those with lower expectations have higher levels of
relational satisfaction. Thus, if people have high, idealized expectations of their

partners, they are likely to also exhibit greater relational dissatisfaction.
Additionally, if people believe that sex with their partner should be constantly
perfect, as Shapiro and Kroeger (1991) explain, they will be consistently

dissatisfied with their less than perfect partner. Further, if people believe that

their partners should be able to read their minds, they will be dissatisfied with
their partner when they invariably discover that their partner does not possess
that particular ability (Holmes, 2007). Overall, scholars agree that if media

portrayals of idealized romantic relationships lead to idealized beliefs about
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romantic relationships, these portrayals could have negative consequences on
relational satisfaction.

One other major area of research within the area of idealized romantic

relationship portrayals and relational satisfaction is the consequences of
relational satisfaction; that is, the ultimate effects of relational satisfaction or

dissatisfaction. Although this area of research lacks extensive scholarship,

scholars conclude that while greater relational satisfaction typically leads to

greater relational longevity (Rusbult, 1983), unrealistic expectations about
romantic relationships (and thus lower levels of relational satisfaction) often leads

to divorce (Epstein & Eidelson, 1981). Thus, relational satisfaction may affect
relational longevity, either positively or negatively. However, more research

needs to be conducted to further investigate the possible connections between
idealized portrayals of romantic relationships in the media, idealized beliefs about
romantic relationships, relational satisfaction, and relational longevity.

Although the potential relationship between idealized portrayals of

romantic relationships and relational satisfaction has not been widely
investigated, scholars thus far have assumed that some connection exists
between mediated portrayals of romantic relationships and level of relational

satisfaction, and thus, relationship longevity. This possibility supports the need to

further uncover the ideological messages imbedded in mediated portrayals of
romantic relationships.
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Role of Biological Sex. In both television and film research, there has not

been a consensus about the role of biological sex in the cultivation of idealized
perceptions of romantic relationships and their effects on relational satisfaction.

Although scholars have studied differences in men’s and women’s perceptions of
idealized romantic relationships, the results are inconclusive, with some

researchers suggesting sex differences, and others suggesting that no sex
differences exist. For instance, Fitzpatrick and Sollie (1999) examined gender

roles in relation to comparisons and alternatives, finding that women with
unrealistic beliefs about romantic relationships reported higher costs and lower
rewards in their current relationships (although they did not find similar results in
regards to men). However, Vangelisti and Daly (1997) assert that women
perceived their standards as not being met more often than did men. According

to Miller and Bradbury (1995), men and women may differ in how they think
about romantic relationships, thus affecting perspectives of relational satisfaction

and relational functioning. However, even those that have found differences
between men and women suggest that their results are inconclusive, and have

called for further investigation.

The stereotype that men do not enjoy romantic comedies as much as
women may not be accurate; men may, indeed, enjoy romantic comedies as

much as women (Harris, et al., 2004). For instance, Harris, et al. conducted
survey research of 124 male and 141 female undergraduates, and construe that
both men and women enjoy romantic movies. Furthermore, while women
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assumed men would respond to romantic films in a stereotypical manner (e.g.,
not enjoying them, being more interested in the sex scenes than in the romantic

scenes, etc.), men did not actually report the reactions that their female partners
predicted. Additionally, Sprecher and Toro-Morn (2002) surveyed 230 male and

456 female undergraduates and found no sex differences in perceptions of

romantic relationships or relational satisfaction.
Clearly, much more research is needed to discover if there are any

different effects of idealized romantic relationship portrayals in the media based
on biological sex. While research has certainly shown gendered portrayals, it has
not evidenced gendered effects. Yet, it remains important to note that both men
and women equally view and enjoy romantic movies. Hence, while I did not focus

on effects, I attempted to understand how romantic relationships are portrayed.

Portrayals of Conflict in Romantic Relationships
Similar to media portrayals of idealistic romantic relationships, the majority

of scholars examining media portrayals of conflict in romantic relationships have
focused on two primary media channels: television and film. Research on

portrayals of conflict in romantic relationships has focused on aggression and

dating violence, gendered conflict, and myths about conflict within romantic
relationships. As a whole, television portrayals of violent or aggressive conflict

have been examined (e.g., Manganello, 2008; Roberts, 1993), while film
portrayals of violent or aggressive conflict have been relatively ignored.
Television portrayals of gender differences in conflict have also been researched
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(see e.g., Comstock & Strzyzewski, 1990; Desouza & Sherry, 2005), to the
exclusion of film portrayals of gender differences in conflict. Conversely,

television portrayals of romantic relationship conflict myths are not evident in the
literature, while the research focus has been on film portrayals of romantic

relationship conflict myths (e.g., Galician, 2004; Winn, 2007).
Aggression and Dating Violence. The majority of research on conflict

behavior in romantic relationships has focused on aggression (both verbal and

physical) and dating violence. Some of this research has used cultivation theory
as a foundation, with scholars arguing that people who view media that depict

aggression within romantic relationships tend to display violence in their own
dating relationships (e.g., Manganello, 2008; Roberts, 1993). That is, research
evidences that viewing violent media socializes people into believing that
aggression is an appropriate conflict strategy. Scholars looking at aggression and

dating violence have overwhelmingly focused on effects on adolescents (e.g.,
Donnerstein, Slaby, & Eron, 1994; Rich, 2009), while few researchers have
focused on effects on adults (e.g., Aubrey, et al., 2007; Coyne, Nelson, Graham-

Kevan, Keister, & Grant, 2010).
Effects on Adolescents. In a study focusing on media effects on

adolescents’ health, Brown and Witherspoon (2002) argue that adolescents who
are repeatedly exposed to violence in television programming suffer from
negative repercussions to their health, based on their tendency to engage in

high-risk, violent behavior. Similarly, Jamieson, More, Lee, Busse, and Romer
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(2008) posit that adolescents who are repeatedly exposed to violence in films
also suffer negative health consequences. Further, Jamieson, et al. (2008) state

that the amount of violence in films has increased since the 1950s, and parallels
the increase in the rate of homicides committed by adolescents. Donnerstein, et

al. (1994) also agree that portrayals of aggressive conflict in the media teach

adolescents that aggression is appropriate and desirable. While current research

has not explicitly examined the effects of media aggression on adolescents’
conflict behavior within their romantic relationships, it does contribute to the body

of knowledge by implying that adolescents are susceptible to learning violent and
aggressive conflict behavior through their media consumption.
From a relational approach, adolescents are likely to imitate behaviors

they see in the media in their own interpersonal relationships (Roberts, 1993).
Specifically, if adolescents see romantic conflict being managed through
aggression and violence, they are likely to manage their own romantic conflict

using aggression and violence. Potter (2008) proposes that adolescents who
view violence on television areJikely to believe that aggression is normal and
expected, and are likely to imitate verbal and physical aggression seen on

television. Further, adolescents are likely to generalize conclusions from their

exposure to violent media; they do not necessarily need to see portrayals of
aggression used within romantic conflicts to believe that aggression is
appropriate within romantic relationships (Manganello, 2008). That is,

adolescents exposed to aggression as a conflict strategy in any context were
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more likely to engage in dating violence within their own romantic relationships.
One possible explanation is that through viewing media portrayals of the use of
violence and aggression as a way of handling conflict in general, adolescents

may believe that verbal and physical aggression are effective and appropriate
methods of handling conflict within romantic relationships (Potter, 2008; Rich,

2009; Roberts, 1993).

However, despite these conclusions, scholars do not agree on the nature

of the relationship between portrayals of violence and aggression in the media
and adolescents’ use of violence and aggression in their romantic relationships.
Roberts (1993), for instance, admits that there is a lack of research on this
subject, but still claims that violent media influences adolescents. However,

Manganello (2008) notes that while violence in adolescent dating relationships
was once thought to be predicted by family conflict styles and individual

personalities, current scholarship is beginning to realize the effects of violent and
aggressive media on adolescents’ conflict behavior.
Effects on Adults. Compared to the amount of research on the effects of

violent and aggressive media content on adolescents, relatively little research
has been conducted on the effects of violent and aggressive media content on

adults’ romantic relationship conflict. Despite the lack of research, however, a

stronger link has been posited between adult exposure to violence and
subsequent aggressive behavior in romantic relationships than was found

between adolescent exposure to violence and subsequent aggressive behavior
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in romantic relationships (Coyne, et al., 2010). Indeed, adult exposure to

television portrayals of violence and relational aggression was linked to increases
in verbal and physical aggression in romantic relationship conflicts.

Interestingly, in a study focused on only females, Coyne, et al. (2008)
discovered that the type of aggression portrayed was irrelevant: Females who

were shown video clips portraying physical aggression subsequently showed
higher levels of both verbal and physical aggression, while females who were

shown video clips portraying verbal aggression subsequently showed higher
levels of both verbal and physical aggression. Portrayals of verbally and
physically aggressive conflicts on soap operas also lead to aggressive,

controlling conflict behavior within romantic relationships (Aubrey, et al., 2007).

Although only a small correlation was found between adults’ exposure to
aggressive conflict behaviors portrayed on soap operas and their own use of
controlling conflict behaviors in their romantic relationships, it still supports the

basic assumption that exposure to media over time leads to changes in

perceptions, and, in some instances, behaviors. Thus, although my research did
not focus on violent content in romantic comedies, the literature proposes that

violent media content may have some effect on viewers. Similarly, I assumed
that portrayals of romantic relationships may have some effect on viewers.

Gender Differences. Another area of scholarship investigating media
portrayals of conflict within romantic relationships is gender differences in
approaches to conflict. Although there is not sufficient evidence to conjecture that
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there are actual gender differences in the ways people handle conflict, most
media portrayals of conflict in romantic relationships show clear differences in
conflict behaviors based on gender (Lauzen, Dozier, & Cleveland, 2006). While

there has only been limited research exploring the possible effects of media
portrayals of gendered conflict, the current scholarship indicates a strong
connection between exposure to media portrayals of gender differences within

romantic relationship conflict and conflict perceptions and behaviors (e.g.,
Hedley, 2002; Lauzen, et al., 2006).
Feiring (1999) alleges that media portray gender differences in the ways

that people manage conflict, which socializes adolescents into believing that men

engage in conflict in one way (usually with aggression and violence), while

women cope with conflict in a different way (usually with cooperation or

avoidance). Thus, these portrayals influence adolescents’ choice of conflict
management strategies within their own romantic relationships, limiting their

options. Desouza and Sherry (2005) also contend that female characters were
portrayed in television programs popular with adolescents as engaging in

primarily distributive conflict strategies with their partners, such as criticism and
defensive behavior, than were male characters, who were portrayed as engaging
primarily in integrative conflict strategies, such as apologizing. Additionally,
female characters were more likely to initiate conflict than were male characters,

and females’ conflict behaviors were portrayed as more negative than were

males’.

29

These portrayals'of gender differences imply that through media
exposure, adolescents learn that females engage in conflict with their romantic

partners differently than their male counterparts. This is problematic because not

only does this indicate that adolescents may feel limited in their conflict behavior
choices, but that these limited gender roles can also lead to additional conflict,

with adolescent females and males engaging in conflict with their romantic
partners about their conflict management choices (Feiring, 1999). I did not focus
specifically on gendered differences in violent or aggressive behavior, but rather

on portrayals of romantic relationships as a whole, which includes conflict
behavior.

Similar to research on the effects of gendered differences in conflict on

adolescents, research on the effects of gendered differences in conflict on adults
has focused on television portrayals. As with Desouza and Sherry (2005),
Comstock and Strzyzewski (1990) found that the majority of romantic relationship

conflicts portrayed on television showed females initiating the conflicts. Further,
when females initiated conflicts with their husbands, they tended to use

antisocial, distributive conflict strategies, while their husbands typically
responded with avoidant strategies. In contrast, when males initiated conflict,

they often used prosocial, distributive conflict strategies, while their wives
responded with integrative strategies. These gendered portrayals of conflict show
female conflict initiation as negative and destructive; whereas male conflict

initiation was portrayed as positive and constructive.
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In the area of popular film, Hedley (2002) maintains that conflict is usually

initiated by immoral, powerless women, thus stereotyping females who engage in

conflict. Conversely, men were portrayed as resolving, rather than initiating,

romantic relationship conflict, thus giving men more power in conflict interactions.
However, despite the high incidence of gendered conflict portrayals in
drama, more gendered conflict portrayals were found on reality television

(Lauzen, et al., 2006). A possible explanation is that dramatic television

programming typically relies on the resolution of conflict, while reality television
programming relies on the exploitation of conflict. Thus, gendered portrayals of
conflict could serve to encourage and highlight conflict. Gendered conflict was

also found to be apparent in soap operas; high levels of exposure to soap operas
often lead to the belief that men and women engage in romantic relationship
conflict differently (Haferkamp, 1999). Indeed, showing gender differences in

romantic relationship conflict could socialize people into believing that males and
females engage in conflict in different, predetermined ways (Hedley, 2002).
Research suggests that audiences who are exposed to media that
features gendered differences in romantic relationship conflict behavior are

taught that males and females should engage in conflict differently. Audiences
may, in fact, change their perceptions of how males and females should engage

in romantic relationship conflict, based on their exposure to gendered portrayals
of conflict in the media. Moreover, research that implies that portrayals of

gendered conflict in the media can effect beliefs about gender expectations of
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conflict also evokes the possibility that gendered behaviors portrayed in the
media can effect beliefs about gender expectations. Thus, while my research did

not focus specifically on gendered conflict, the literature regarding gendered

conflict portrayals and their possible relation to gender expectations framed my
assumptions.

Myths about Conflict in Romantic Relationships. The final area of

scholarship exploring media portrayals of conflict within romantic relationships is
the perpetuation of myths about the role and function of conflict. Conflict within

romantic relationships is often portrayed unrealistically in the media, thus leading
audiences to believe in several myths about romantic relationship conflict

(Galician, 2004; Segrin & Nabi, 2002). These myths typically frame conflict in

idealized, unrealistic terms, which can lead people in romantic relationships to
feel frustrated and dissatisfied with their partner, and relationship, when their
conflicts do not conform to the media’s ideal portrayals.

Conflict as Dramatic, Inevitable, and Destructive. In a study of
portrayals of conflict in soap operas, Haferkamp (1999) claims that conflicts are
portrayed as vicious, aggressive, and overdramatic. According to the study,
these portrayals influence women more than men because women watch soap
operas more frequently than men. These portrayals could lead women to fear

conflict in their romantic relationships, or to assume that all conflict should be

managed aggressively rather than cooperatively. Further, Haferkamp asserts that

soap operas are likely to portray contradictory conflict beliefs; for instance, the
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belief that partners should be able to read each other’s minds, but at the same
time, the belief that conflict is inevitable and unavoidable. While it is certainly true

that conflict in romantic relationships cannot be avoided entirely, the belief that

partners should be able to read each other’s minds could lead to unrealistic
expectations, thus leading to unnecessary conflict.

Soap opera portrayals of romantic relationship conflict are likely to affect
viewers’ beliefs primarily because soap operas emphasize romantic relationship

conflict, thus repeatedly exposing audiences to conflict portrayals (Fine, 1981).
Furthermore, like actual relationships, conflicts in soap operas are portrayed as

developing over time, without a forced resolution at the end of an episode, thus
making the conflicts seem more realistic (Alexander, 1985). Additionally, many

people report watching soap operas to gain advice about how to handle
interpersonal conflicts, thus leaving them especially susceptible to the messages

and myths about conflict portrayed in soap operas (Carveth & Alexander, 1985;
Fine, 1981).

Romantic relationship conflict is also portrayed as highly negative and

destructive in both reality television and Hollywood romantic comedies (Johnson
& Holmes, 2009; Mendible, 2004; Nabi, Biely, Morgan, & Stitt, 2003). Indeed,
Mendible (2004) argues that reality television often portrays fighting, scheming,

and manipulation as appropriate interpersonal conflict tactics, with Nabi, et al.
(2003) commenting that viewers perceive reality television as high in conflict,

particularly negative portrayals of conflict. In Hollywood romantic comedies,
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heated romantic relationship conflicts often lead to the dissolution of the
relationship, which may lead audiences to believe that conflict is always

destructive (Johnson & Holmes, 2009). These dramatic and destructive
portrayals of conflict within romantic relationships may affect audiences’

perceptions about the role of conflict.

Conflict as an Expression of Love. According to Buslig and Ocana
(2007), television portrays conflict as an expression of love for one’s partner.

That is, bickering and fighting in many sitcoms is the way in which partners
express their closeness and love. Conflict in sitcoms is usually approached from

a humorous perspective, with romantic partners teasing each other often. Even
when conflict is not approached in a lighthearted manner, Buslig and Ocana

argue, partners in sitcoms rarely dissolve their relationship after engaging in
conflict, even if their conflict management is unproductive. Agreeing with Buslig

and Ocana, Galician (2004) states that the same type of portrayals are evident in

romantic films, with conflict episodes indicative of the love that romantic partners
feel for each other.

Looking at romantic relationship conflict portrayals in Hollywood romantic

films, specifically remade films compared to the originals, Asenas (2007) explains
that while the original films portray bickering as a sign of true love, one would

expect that remakes of films should reflect changing values, suggesting that
remakes should portray conflict more realistically than original films. However,

this was not the case: film remakes also portrayed conflict as indicative of true
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love, with romantic partners portrayed as ultimately choosing to continue the
relationship, despite nearly constant bickering and fighting. These portrayals are

harmful because they socialize people to expect their partner to bicker and fight
with them, and further influence people to believe that their partners’ negative

conflict behavior indicates that they are loved (Asenas, 2007; Buslig & Ocana,
2007; Galician, 2004). It appears that while dramatic television programs and
films portray romantic relationship conflict as destructive, sitcoms and romantic

comedies portray romantic relationship conflict as lighthearted and an expression
of love. In both cases, Galician (2004) and Johnson and Holmes (2009) contend,
these media portrayals of conflict are unrealistic.

Conflict as Easily Managed and Unimportant. In film, conflict is
often seen as easily managed and not an important influence on romantic

relationship stability and happiness (Metz, 2007; Winn, 2007). In a qualitative
study on relationship myths portrayed in romantic comedies, Metz (2007) reveals
that many people view conflict as easily managed and ultimately unimportant to a

romantic relationship, based on the way it is portrayed in romantic films. Many
participants expressed their belief that conflict should consist of the first big fight

somewhere near the beginning of the relationship, followed by a conflict-free

relationship. According to Metz, these perceptions were learned from exposure to
media portrayals of romantic relationship conflict as nonexistent in a happy,

healthy relationship.
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Winn (2007) elaborates, arguing that in Hollywood romantic comedies,

romantic relationships are portrayed as predestined, meaning that regardless of
the magnitude of the conflict, the protagonists will end up in a strong, loving, ideal

relationship. In these film portrayals, Metz (2007) and Winn (2007) agree, conflict
is usually portrayed as not having the power to lead to relationship dissolution,

simply because the relationship is “meant to be.” Thus, protagonists do not need
to attempt to manage conflict productively; even if conflict is managed
unproductively, the relationship will ultimately not be damaged. These portrayals

may lead people to develop expectations that the way in which conflict is
managed is unimportant, and has no effect on relationship satisfaction.
Furthermore, Hollywood romantic films tend to portray conflict as

something that does not occur often within romantic relationships (Johnson,
2007; Metz, 2007). Thus, viewers of romantic films (particularly women) are led

to believe that if their relationship is truly a strong, loving, ideal relationship, they

will not engage in conflict with their partners. Johnson (2007), analyzing romantic

comedies that culminate in a wedding, relates that salient issues were never
discussed between romantic partners, suggesting that these films portrayed

discussion and possible conflict as unimportant. Also important to note is that

even when partners’ core values conflicted, the belief that their relationship was
meant to be led to a quick and mutually satisfying resolution. As Metz (2007)
advocates, these portrayals may lead audiences to view conflict as something

that does not, and should not, occur in a healthy relationship; even if conflict
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does occur, it can be managed easily because romantic partners are predestined
for each other.

Thus, research has evidenced that mediated portrayals of romantic
relationship conflict have been contradictory. While some types of romantic

programming (e.g., drama and soap operas) portray conflict as damaging, other
types (e.g., sitcoms and comedy) portray conflict as essential in a successful

relationship. While I did not specifically study conflict behaviors or their
interaction with relationship quality, the romantic comedies I examined (as part of

the larger comedy genre), did include conflict that was ultimately not damaging to
the relationship between protagonists; consequently, I did base some of my

assumptions on this research.
Portrayals of Heteronormative Ideologies

Romantic relationships are typically portrayed in mainstream media as

strictly heterosexual, with cross-sex couples almost exclusively featured.
Although scholars have not extensively researched this apparent

heteronormative bias, scholarship suggests two interrelated phenomena: (a)
sanitized portrayals of same-sex relationships, and (b) the “heterosexualization”

of same-sex relationships or cross-sex platonic friendships. In both cases,
heteronormative ideology is reinforced in the literature on romantic relationship

portrayals.

Critics argue that same-sex romantic relationships are often portrayed as
sanitized and asexualized, even when the heterosexual characters around them
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are portrayed as promiscuous (Slagle & Yep, 2007; Steinberg, 1998). Steinberg
refers to this as Hollywood “Disney-fying” same-sex relationships, arguing that

most mainstream films shy away from showing same-sex relationships as sexual.

Johnson and Holmes (2009) agree; in their content analysis of the top-grossing
romantic films between 1995 and 2005, they found that the only same-sex couple
portrayed in these films was not shown engaging in any sort of physical affection,
in contrast to the cross-sex couples. By portraying same-sex couples as

essentially platonic, mainstream media deemphasize the importance and viability

of same-sex romantic relationships, making them appear less real than cross-sex
romantic relationships. Indeed, as Battles and Hilton-Morrow (2002) reason,

situating gay men in “safe” contexts serves to reinforce heteronormative ideals.
Obviously, more honest, nuanced portrayals may be found in independent media

outlets, but mainstream media (e.g., Hollywood films and broadcast television)
tend to rely on stigmatized portrayals.

These stigmatized portrayals are also reinforced through a
heteronormative bias, either through a lack of same-sex portrayals, or through
portrayals of heterosexualized, gendered same-sex relationships. In their content

analysis of romantic comedies, Johnson and Holmes (2009) found only

one

same-sex couple portrayed, and the people involved in this relationship were not

even featured characters in the film. Also focusing on heteronormative bias,
Martin and Kazyak (2009), in their content analysis of PG-rated movies released
between 1990 and 2005, found that heteronormativity was unequivocally
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reinforced through portrayals of only cross-sex couples in romantic relationships,

to the exclusion of same-sex couples. Moreover, the transformative power of
cross-sex relationships was emphasized, with partners portrayed as being better
people because of their relationship. However, nowhere is this glaring lack of

same-sex romantic relationships more obvious than in romantic films that
conclude in weddings. As Johnson (2007) contends, these so-called wedding
films exclusively feature cross-sex weddings, and the focus on the importance of
the weddings further reifies traditional heteronormative ideals.

This lack of portrayals of same-sex couples is also present in television,
specifically reality shows; McClanahan (2007) maintains that

The Bachelor

portrays only cross-sex relationships, with women competing for the affection of

a single man, while Glebatis (2007) focuses on

The Bachelorette, where men

compete for the affection of a single woman. Although heteronormative bias in
television has not been extensively researched, it is clear that mainstream media

tend to focus on portrayals of cross-sex romantic relationships rather than samesex romantic relationships.

Moreover, even when same-sex romantic relationships are portrayed, they

are often framed as cross-sex romantic relationships. For instance,

Brokeback

Mountain was criticized for portraying the same-sex romantic relationship central
to the film as essentially a heterosexual relationship between two men (see, e.g.,

Gibson, 2006; Leung, 2008; Miller, 2007). That is, while the film portrayed a
same-sex relationship, scholars argue that it was heterosexualized, and
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resembled a cross-sex relationship. Further, Ivory, Gibson, and Ivory (2009)

assert that this heterosexualized phenomenon is present in the majority of
portrayals of same-sex romantic relationships. Indeed, in their content analysis of

television portrayals of romantic relationships, they found that same-sex and

cross-sex couples were portrayed as “gendered,” with one person assuming the

dominant (stereotypically male) role, and the other person assuming the
submissive (stereotypically female) role.
Other scholars have investigated the 1990s hit situation comedy

Grace,

Will &

arguing that the popular show is another example of the

heterosexualization of relationships in mainstream media (see, e.g., Connolly,
2003; Shugart, 2003). Both Connolly (2003) and Shugart (2003) argue that the

cross-sex platonic friendship between protagonists Will (a gay man) and Grace
(a heterosexual woman) was often portrayed as having heterosexual romantic
undertones. According to Connolly (2003), this relationship was portrayed as
“quasi-heterosexual,” which reinforced heteronormative ideology, and

encouraged viewers to think of Will and Grace as a cross-sex romantic couple.

Thus, scholarship indicates that even when same-sex romantic relationships are
seen, they are depicted as being the same as cross-sex romantic relationships.

My research was framed by this bias as noted in the literature, as all of the films I

investigated included a prominent relationship between a cross-sex couple.
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Portrayals of Sex
The majority of research on portrayals of sexual encounters within

romantic relationships has focused on the effects of those portrayals rather than
the actual sexual content of media (Ward, 2000). Additionally, all of the research

has focused on the effects on adolescents, excluding research on the effects on
adults. Scholars have justified this research focus by explaining that adolescents
learn about sex through their media use, whereas by the time people reach
adulthood, they should have a clearer understanding of appropriate sexual

behaviors. Indeed, in a survey conducted with adolescent participants, Bachen

and lllouz (1996) found that 94% of the participants looked to television for

information about sex, followed by 90% who looked to film. Given the large
amount of adolescents who receive their information about sex from the media,

scholars have attempted to discover what effects, if any, portrayals of sex in the
media have on adolescents.
In separate content analyses, Cassata and Skill (1983), Kunkel, Cope,

and Biely (1999), and Suls and Gastoff (1981) observe that in the comedy genre,
sexual activity was not explicit, but was rather communicated through innuendo

and humor. Conversely, in the drama genre, sexual activity was portrayed more
seriously and intensely (Greenberg, Abelman, & Neuendorf, 1981; Lowry, Love,

& Kirby, 1981; Lowry & Towles, 1989). Further, scholars propose that
consumption of media that included large amounts of sexual activity led
adolescents to believe that sex was more prevalent than it actually is; that is, the
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belief that “everyone is doing it” is reinforced through this type of media (see,
e.g., Buerkel-Rothfuss & Strouse, 1993; Larson, 1996; Olson, 1994; Potter &

Chang, 1990; Ward, 2000). These conclusions are also posited for soap operas

(Buerkel-Rothfuss & Mayes, 1981; Carveth & Alexander, 1985), and talk shows
(Davis & Mares, 1998). Thus, it appears that the more sexual activity portrayed in

the media, the more adolescents believe that sexual activity is prevalent.
Moreover, in a survey of 7th and 8th graders, Pardum, L’Engle, and Brown

(2005) assert that sexual activity in television is linked to behaviors. That is, when
adolescents consume television programming with high sexual content, they

reported being more likely to engage in sexual activity themselves. Further, intent

to engage in sexual activity is not necessarily dependent upon marital status; as
scholars claim, the majority of sexual activity is portrayed as occurring between
unmarried partners (see, e.g., Fernandez-Collado, Greenberg, Atkin, &
Kurzenny, 1978; Greenberg, Graef, Fernandez-Collado, Kurzenny, & Atkin,

1980; Greenberg, et al., 1993; Lowry, et al., 1981; Lowry & Shidler, 1993).

However, one caveat that Larson (1991) mentions is that these portrayals still
contain the “norm of exclusivity,” meaning that while sex occurs between

unmarried partners, these partners are still part of an exclusive, monogamous

romantic relationship.
Other studies have focused on the relationship between biological sex,
gender roles, and portrayals of sex on television. Although not extensively

researched, results indicate that males and females react differently to portrayals

42

of sex on television, describing different expectations; while women with frequent
exposure to portrayals of sex recounted that they expected to have sex earlier in

their romantic relationships, men with frequent exposure to portrayals of sex
reported that they expected more variety in their sexual experiences (Aubrey,

Harrison, Kramer,, & Yellin, 2008; Ward, 2000).
In a survey of adolescents, Ward (2000) reveals that sexual stereotypes,

such as women as sex objects, and men as constantly sex-driven, affected

women more negatively than they did men. Indeed, television programming,
specifically that which focused on sexual relationships, typically portray those
traditional gender roles and sexual expectations (Rivadeneyra & Lebo, 2000). In

an analysis of 81 television episodes containing sexual relationships, Grauerholz
and King (1997) emphasize that 84% portrayed sexual harassment against
women, disparaging words and phrases against women, and traditional sex roles

of women as objects.

These stereotypical portrayals may have important effects on adolescents’
perceptions of sex and romance; however, results have been inconclusive. While

Bryant and Rockwell (1994) argue that adolescents are more likely to accept
sexual impropriety and mistreatment after frequent exposure to these negative
sex stereotypes in soap operas and dramatic programming, Greenberg,

Linsangan, and Soderman (1993) disagree. Although sex is not frequently
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portrayed within romantic comedies, it is often implied; further, the way(s) that

sex is portrayed, even implicitly, contributes to complete portrayals of romantic
relationships.

Portrayals of Sex in Film. Sexual portrayals in film have not been

researched as much as sexual portrayals in television; indeed, few scholars have
looked at sexual content even in popular, feature films. Researchers thus far

have focused on the amount of sexual portrayals in popular films, and suggest
that sexual references and content have increased since the 1970s (Ward,
2000). In a content analysis of the 50 highest grossing romantic films in 1996,

Bufkin and Eschholz (2000) state that 60% of the films included at least one

scene with sexual content. Although this is certainly not an overwhelming

majority, studies conducted now may yield a higher percentage.
Other scholars have examined the relationship between marriage and sex
portrayed in film (see, e.g., Abramson & Mechanic, 1983; Dempsey & Reichert,

2000; Pardun, 2001). They conclude that sex is portrayed more often between
unmarried partners than between married partners, with one study focusing on
the top 25 movie rentals of 1988 (Dempsey & Reichert, 2000), and others

focusing on popular romantic films (Abramson & Mechanic, 1983; Pardun, 2001).
In short, research oh mediated portrayals of sex has been varied and

eclectic, and not focused on extensively in film. As sex is a component of

romantic relationships, the ways in which media portray sex has an impact upon

how romantic relationships as a whole are portrayed. While my research did not

44

focus specifically upon portrayals of sex, as romantic comedies often do not

feature portrayals of sex, 1 noted the ways in which sex does or does not
contribute to the portrayals of romantic relationships.
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CHAPTER TWO

YOU HAD ME AT HELLO: THEORY, TEXTS, AND METHOD

Theoretical Foundations: Social Cognitive Theory
and Cultivation Theory

Portrayal research in media studies have typically been approached from
a media effects perspective. That is, scholars have been concerned that
portrayals in the media have some type of effect on audiences. Media effects

frameworks, such as the drench hypothesis, the drip hypothesis, the sleeper
effect, social cognitive theory, and cultivation theory all begin with the basic
assumption that continuous exposure to mass media produces effects upon the

audience, and so have typically been used by scholars interested in examining

media portrayals. Further, social cognitive theory (e.g., Bandura, 1986, 1994,
2002), and cultivation theory (e.g., Gerber, 1969; Gerber & Gross, 1976; Gerber,

et al., 2002) have generally been the theories used by researchers analyzing

portrayals of romantic relationships in the media (Holmes, 2007; Johnson &
Holmes, 2009). I based my research on social cognitive theory and cultivation
theory.

Social Cognitive Theory
According to social cognitive theory (e.g., Bandura, 1986, 1994, 2002),
people learn behaviors from being exposed to them, in this case, through the
mass media. Simply stated, if audiences feel that the behavior is rewarded, they

will imitate this behavior, but if they feel that the behavior has negative
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consequences, they will not imitate that behavior. From a specific media studies
perspective, social cognitive theory assumes that if audiences view a particular

romantic relationship behavior in the media (e.g., a character paying another

character a compliment), and feel that this behavior leads to positive
consequences for the character (e.g., the character is successful in initiating a

romantic relationship) they will enact that behavior in their lives. Similarly, if
audiences view a particular romantic relationship behavior in the media (e.g., a

character insults another character), and feel that this behavior leads to negative
consequences for the character (e.g., that character is ignored by the other), they

are likely to avoid that behavior in their own lives.

Thus, through exposure to media portrayals, audiences may learn about
what is appropriate behavior for romantic relationships, as well as what is

inappropriate behavior, and use this knowledge to modify or change their own
behaviors in romantic relationships. Although originally conceived as a theory to

describe how people learn from each other, Bandura (2002) also notes that the
media play a vital role in teaching people the norms and values of their own
culture. Further, as people become more reliant on technology, and mass media

become more accessible, people are more likely to obtain information about

romantic relationships from the media than they are from others. Given that the
mass media, particularly romantic comedies, often contain inaccurate, or

idealized, portrayals of romantic relationships, it is problematic that people may
learn such behaviors from media exposure.
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Cultivation Theory
Although social cognitive theory provides a strong framework for media

effects research, it does not allow for variations based on levels of exposure to

media, nor does it allow for variations based on individuals’ reading strategies.
Thus, cultivation theory compliments social cognitive theory by providing a more
complete framework for situating my research, as it assumes that the amount of
exposure to media content leads to different levels of effects. According to

cultivation theory, exposure to idealized romantic relationships in the media, for
example, may lead to idealized perceptions of romantic relationships (Gerbner,

1977). However, cultivation theory does not account for direct effects, but rather
the possible influence of media exposure over time (Gerbner, et al., 2002;

Shanahan & Morgan, 1999). Cultivation theory assumes that the media help
cultivate ideologies amongst audiences through repeatedly exposing audiences

to messages; the exposure to massive amounts of messages, rather than

individual interpretations of the messages, is the focus of cultivation research
(Gerbner, 1977; Gerbner, etal., 2002).

Cultivation theory is based on the hypothesis that heavy television viewers
are more likely than light television viewers to be influenced by media messages

(Gerbner, 1977; Gerbner, et al., 2002). Thus, people who spend large amounts

of time watching television are more likely to view social reality in the way that it

is portrayed in the world of television. Cultivation theory proposes that people
learn facts (such as crime rates, demographics, and occupational roles),
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considered first-order effects, and attitudes (such as perceptions of minorities,

gender roles, and relationship ideals), considered second-order effects, from

exposure to media (Hawkins & Pingree, 1990).

This distinction between first- and second-order effects is tied to how
people process media content. Van den Buick (2003) claims that processing

occurs both off-line, when people recall previously viewed media content when

making a decision, and on-line, when people think about media content as they
are viewing it. While first-order judgments, or beliefs about facts, are usually

constructed during off-line processing, second-order judgments, or beliefs about
attitudes, are usually constructed during on-line processing. That is, people gain

knowledge about the world through reflection on previous viewing experiences,
whereas they gain their beliefs about the world through reflection on viewing
experiences as they occur. While both types of judgment are influenced by media

exposure, cultivation theory is most concerned with the influence that media have

on second-order judgments.
A plethora of factors affect the degree of influence media have upon

audiences, and scholars have different ideas about the most important factors

(e.g., Bilandzic, 2006; Busselle & Greenberg, 2000; Busselle, Ryabovolova, &
Wilson, 2004; Nabi & Krcmar, 2006). Bilandzic (2006), for instance, argues that

audiences’ closeness to media content affects the degree to which the content
influences audiences. Closeness can be conceptualized in two different ways:

audiences can either believe that media content matches their lives, or they can
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be drawn into the story portrayed. When audiences believe that the content
matches their lives, they may assess whether their beliefs or attitudes match

those portrayed in the media; if their beliefs match, they will likely be

strengthened through media exposure, and if their beliefs do not match, their
preconceived beliefs will likely mitigate the influence of the media content. When
audiences are drawn into the story, they may not be as concerned about whether

their beliefs match those portrayed in the media, and so may be more vulnerable

to cultivation influences (Bilandzic, 2006; Nabi & Krcmar, 2006).
People are also likely to be influenced by content that is realistic

(Bilandzic, 2006; Busselle & Greenberg, 2000). However, although perceived
realism may have an effect on the degree that people believe media portrayals,

researchers need not focus on whether audiences perceive stories as matching
their lives, but rather on whether audiences perceive stories as having flaws.

That is, while fairy tales may not match what audiences experience in their
everyday lives, audiences may still believe that the story is logically coherent and

have narrative fidelity. Thus, even though audiences may recognize that their
lives are not the same as the protagonists’ lives in romantic comedies, they may

still believe that romantic comedy narratives are logically possible. However,

regardless of the factors that affect media influence, cultivation scholars agree
that media influences peoples’ beliefs and attitudes.

Differential Cultivation Effects. Despite the usefulness of cultivation theory
as a framework for my research, it assumes that high levels of exposure to media
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in general lead to effects. However, a differential cultivation effects perspective

assumes that exposure to specific types of media may lead to content-specific
effects (e.g., Hawkins & Pingree, 1982; Hirsch, 1980; Signorelli, 1991). That is,

exposure to media in general may not lead to unrealistic beliefs about romantic
relationships, but exposure to romantic comedies may indeed lead to unrealistic

beliefs. For example, Haferkamp (1999) maintains that heavy exposure to soap
operas leads to idealized romantic relationship beliefs amongst adolescents,

while Segrin and Nabi (2002) contend that heavy exposure to romantic

programming leads to idealized romantic relationship beliefs amongst
adolescents. In both cases, differential cultivation effects was assumed; rather

than analyze television exposure generally, both Haferkamp (1999) and Segrin
and Nabi (2002) focused on content-specific programming. Thus, for my

research, I assumed a differential cultivation effects perspective, focusing on
romantic comedies. Hence, I did not assume that viewers watch the same film
numerous times and cultivate an effect, but rather, that viewers watch romantic

comedies over time that may contain the same theme or portrayals.
As a theory developed for television research, to my knowledge,

cultivation theory has not often been used for film research; however, it provides
a useful perspective when focusing on possible effects of portrayals of romantic
relationships in the media. Further, technology has allowed the lines to blur

between television and film. For instance, television was designed and marketed
to be accessible for most people, and because of its popularity, many scholars
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researched its contents. However, as mentioned, films are broadcast on
television, available through movie channels such as HBO, Showtime, and Starz

and now available through services such as DirecTV’s On Demand, Netflix, and
other digital formats.

Although some researchers using cultivation theory have focused on the
influence of film on perceptions of idealized romantic relationships, these studies
constitute a minority of scholarship (e.g., Griffin, 2006; Harris, et al., 2004; Metz,
2007; Schwartz, 1994). For instance, Eggermont (2004) investigated the

television watching behavior of adolescents, arguing that adolescents who are
heavy television viewers tend to have idealized beliefs about romantic

relationships. Rather than focus on a specific age group, Haferkamp (1999), as
well as Segrin and Nabi (2002), examined specific program genres. Haferkamp

(1999) researched soap opera viewing, whereas Segrin and Nabi (2002)

considered romantic program viewing. Both studies suggest that there is a
positive association between the amounts of time spent viewing soap operas and

romantic programs, respectively, and levels of idealized romantic relationship
perceptions.

Given the usefulness of social cognitive theory and cultivation theory in

examining portrayals of romantic relationships in the media, specifically in
romantic comedies, I used them as frameworks on which I based my initial
assumptions about media effects. However, as Holmes (2007) notes in her

research, testing how or why media effects theories work is beyond the scope of
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qualitative textual analysis, and therefore, is not a part of this thesis. Thus, rather

than focusing on the tenets of both social cognitive theory and cultivation theory,
I instead relied on their assumptions in order to inform my work and address my

research questions.

Research Questions
Given the lack of research on film portrayals of romantic relationships, and
the need for research that investigates this, 1 posited the following research

questions:
RQ1: How does the narrative structure of romantic comedies fit/not fit the

model of interaction stages in relationships?

RQ2: How are romantic relationships ideologically portrayed in romantic

comedies?
RQ2a: How are the participants ideologically portrayed in romantic

relationships?
RQ2b: How are the overarching ideological discourses illustrated in
romantic comedies?

Texts
In order to answer these questions, I focused my research on romantic
comedies. Although romantic relationships are portrayed in many different

genres of television programming and film, romantic comedies center around the
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primary romantic relationship between the protagonists; indeed the entire plot
focuses on the initiation and development of romantic relationships. Thus,
romantic comedies clearly portray romantic relationships, unlike other genres of

film, where romantic relationships may constitute subplots or tangents. Further,
film is a lucrative market that draws large amounts of viewers. For instance, on
average, 1.45 billion tickets were sold from 1999-2009, with an average of over

86 million romantic comedy tickets sold (The Numbers, 2010, “US Movie Market
Summary”).

Moreover, films are becoming more accessible to the general population
via DVDs; for instance, Netflix has added nearly one million subscribers within

the past few years (Arnold, 2009). Thus, although recent data reveal that films

interpellate large audiences, it is also reasonable to believe that additional
audiences view films at home, via DVD or Internet. Additionally, the popularity of
DVDs and films broadcast on television and seen on premium channels delivered

via cable, satellite, or fiberoptic entails the ability for audiences to watch a film in

a traditional movie theater, then later at home, perhaps even multiple times.
Thus, audiences can view films in a variety of ways, and also continue to view
the same films, or films within the same genre - in this case, romantic comedies.

Therefore, given the extent to which romantic comedies are distributed and able
to be viewed, it was important to analyze and understand how romantic
relationships were depicted in these films.
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To conduct this thesis, I examined eleven romantic comedies which

comprised the top-grossing romantic comedies from 1999-2009, according to
“Box Office Mojo” (n.d.) (see Appendix for the complete list). To select these
films, I first discovered the top-grossing film for each year, and then chose the

top-grossing romantic comedy from each list.

Analyzing romantic comedies over the span of ten years allowed for more
breadth of analysis than limiting my sample to one romantic comedy. Further,

examining romantic comedies from the past ten years should provide a more
complete picture of current portrayals of romantic relationships. Additionally,
narrowing the analysis to the top-grossing film of each year was appropriate,
because the amount of money a film makes is positively related to the number of

tickets sold for that film. Thus, either more people saw those particular romantic
comedies than any other romantic comedies that year, or people saw the same

movie more than once; regardless, the films being top-grossing implies greater
consumption of those films in theaters than of any other romantic comedy.

Methodological Approach: Semiotic and Discourse Analysis
In order to answer the research questions, I used a combination of

semiotic and discourse analysis. I employed these methodologies in order to
analyze the textual and verbal messages which included images, nonverbal
gestures/expressions, themes, narrative structure, costumes, and dialogue
present within my chosen texts. While semiotic analysis was used to explore the
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connotative, ideological meanings of signs (including visual images and

language), discourse analysis was used to identify topics, or themes, in the texts.
Both methods assume that signs and discourses contain ideological meanings

that help scholars understand the culture that produced the chosen texts; thus,
although semiotic and discourse analysis are used in different ways, they

complement each other through their shared focus on ideological meanings and
messages contained within texts.

Semiotic Analysis

Semiotic analysis has its roots in both Ferdinand de Saussure’s semiology
and Charles Peirce’s semiotics. While Saussure’s semiology differs slightly from
Peirce’s semiotics, they share many similarities and are often referred to
collectively as semiotics, or the “science of signs” (Berger, 1984, 2005). Semiotic

analysis is an approach scholars use to analyze signs in texts, which can include
visual images or discourses (Berger, 2005; Kress, 2004; van Dijk, 1995, 2003).
Because signs stand for some concept, idea, or meaning, there is a division

between the actual object and the meaning for which that object stands.

According to Saussure’s semiology, the signifier is the actual image, sound, or
discourse that is perceived, while the signified is the concept or meaning

attached to the signifier; together, the signifier and the signified constitute a sign.
Echoing this idea, Barthes (1977) explains the difference between the

denotative and connotative meanings of signs; while the signifier is the actual

representation of something, and has denotative meaning, the signified has
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connotative meaning. That is, the signified carries any connotation(s) that the

signifier may contain. Thus, Barthes also differentiates between manifest content,
or that which is explicit and can be easily seen and understood (denotation), and

latent content, or that which is implicit, hidden, and must be discovered and
analyzed (connotation). Necessarily, any sign has both denotative and

connotative meaning, and scholars using semiotic analysis are interested in

discovering the connotative meaning of signs.
The relationships between the denotative meaning and the connotative

meaning of signs are not, however, naturally occurring; that is, signs must be
taught (Berger, 1984). Indeed, no signified meaning is inherent within any

signifier; rather, meanings attached to signifiers are culturally bound and taught.
Saussure emphasized the arbitrary, or unmotivated, nature of the relationship

between signifier and signified, arguing that there is no natural connection
between any object, image, or discourse, and the meanings that are placed on

them. That is, the connotative meanings of signs are based upon the culture of

those reading, or interpreting, the signs.

However, Peirce disagrees with the arbitrary nature of the relationship
between signifier and signified, instead arguing for three different types of signs,
iconic, indexical, and symbolic (Berger, 1984). Iconic signs are those where the

signifier and the signified bear a resemblance to each other, thus implying a

natural relationship between the two; iconic images are typically photographs,
statues, etc. Indexical signs also imply a natural relationship between signifier
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and signified, with the signified being an indication of the signifies for example,
smoke (signified) indicating fire (signifier), or symptoms (signified) indicating a
medical condition (signifier). For Peirce, the only sign with an arbitrary

relationship between signifier and signified is the symbolic sign, as in the case of
language. However, although Peirce’s idea of semiotics does differ slightly from
both Sausurre’s and Barthes’, scholars using semiotic analysis typically focus on

what Peirce refers to as symbolic signs, looking for the connotative meanings of
signs.

Because connotative meanings are culturally learned, they are inextricably
bound to ideology (Barthes, 1977). Thus, in Barthes’ conception, connotative
meanings of signs express the dominant ideology, or worldview, of the culture

that produces those signs. While these ideologies are blatant enough that people

reading or viewing the signs can recognize them, they are also masked in the
denotative meaning, and made to seem a natural part of signs. This

naturalization is often accomplished through displaying images that appear to be
reality; however, every image displayed in the media, while certainly reflecting
reality, is chosen by the text’s producers (Berger, 1984). For example, while any
given picture in a newspaper could be of a real event or person, the
photographer chose the subject, the background, the angle, the framing, etc.

Those choices all work together to create the meaning of that picture, so even a
picture of a real event can be manipulated to tell a story that reifies the

producer’s ideology. Likewise, mass media (e.g., television and film), including
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romantic comedies, appear to record real life, “as it is” (Barthes, 1972). However,

as Fiske (1987) explains, television is perceived as realistic “not because it

reproduces reality, which it clearly does not, but because it reproduces the

dominant sense of reality (p. 21, emphasis mine). Thus, semiotic analysis
assumes that there is an ideology expressed even in images, production codes,
and discourses that appear to be naturally occurring.
While a single sign certainly cannot express an ideology, it is the

combination of signs that create ideological meaning (Barthes, 1977; Hall, 1997).

As Barthes (1977) argues, signs combine to create myths, or dominant narratives

about the world and how it should be, thus expressing and reinforcing dominant
ideologies. Thus, signs are also bound to power relations, as how meanings are

expressed and circulated within a culture is related to the power structure of any
culture (Fiske, 1987). That is, those in power are more able to circulate signs

throughout a culture that reinforces their position of power.
Discourse Analysis
Because language is arbitrary, it can be thought of as composed of

arbitrary signs, or symbols using Peirce’s terminology (Berger, 1984). Indeed,

Saussure asserts that “language is a system of signs that expresses ideas” (as

cited in Berger, 1984, p. 3). Additionally, Fiske (1987) essentially defines
discourse as "the organization of language above the level of the sentence” (p.

14). Thus, composed of signs, discourse can function in the same ways that

images and production codes function. Further, there are additional dimensions
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to discourse that include societal and ideological meanings; Fiske further

explains that “discourse is a language or system of representation that has been
developed socially in order to make and circulate a coherent set of meanings

about an important topic area” (p. 14). That is, discourse can include dominant

themes, language, nonverbal cues, dress, narrative structure, and production
elements (including music, camera angles, and lighting). These discursive cues
combine to create a meta narrative, or dominant ideological theme apparent in
texts.
Discourse and Production Codes. Fiske (1987) details what he refers to as

production codes that are present in television. Although the codes are

explicated specifically for television, many of the production codes also pertain to
film. Fiske asserts that codes are a “rule-governed system of signs, whose rules

and conventions are shared amongst members of a culture, and which is used to
generate and circulate meanings in and forthat culture” (p. 4). That is, codes are

rich with ideological meaning, as they speak of the specific culture they belong

to, and thus are appropriate for semiotic analysis. Although codes are, like signs,
arbitrary, they can still be recognized and analyzed. Fiske also cautions that,
while he has organized production codes into a hierarchical system, they can be
organized and explicated in a multiplicity of ways.

In Fiske’s (1987) conception, production codes form three different levels:
“reality,” representation, and ideology. Fiske argues that reality is always

interpreted and encoded; thus, there is never any True, or raw, reality presented
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in the media. However, there are specific codes which represent reality, such as

appearance, dress, behavior, and speech/dialogue of characters. Representation
comprises production elements which shape and reveal “reality,” such as camera

work, lighting, editing, and music. Ideology contains naturalized ideas held by a

given culture, regarding elements such as race, class, and patriarchy. For the
purposes of my research, I used Fiske’s conceptualization of production codes;

specifically, I analyzed the first level of codes, including protagonists’ dress,
behavior, and language.
Indeed, discourse, like other signs, inherently contains an ideological

component, and can function to promote dominant ideologies through
naturalization. The meanings within discourses are based upon the dominant
ideology of the originating society, and through replication and use become
“commonsense,” thus naturalizing the values of the dominant ideology. Although

discourses can oppose naturalized ideologies, this is rarely the case in

mainstream media; American society functions through unequal distribution of
power and resources, thus allowing the more powerful institutions, such as

media, to produce and distribute their ideologies through discourse (Fiske, 1987).
Discourse, Ideology, and Audience Agency. More problematic yet,
discursive power works covertly, unlike economic power, meaning that dominant

ideologies become naturalized without audiences being completely aware of the
process by which it occurs (Fiske, 1987). This naturalization creates hegemony;

according to Gramsci (1971/1987), hegemony is the process of one ideology
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becoming dominant and privileged, thus oppressing opposing ideologies. Fiske

further defines hegemony as the “process whereby the subordinate are led to
consent to the system that subordinates them” (p. 40). This implies that not only

do audiences consume media that contain oppressive dominant ideologies, but
that they freely choose to do so; hegemony only exists when audiences

consciously or unconsciously choose and agree to be dominated. This consent

occurs when audiences accept dominant ideologies as “commonsense;” that is,
when dominant ideologies are naturalized.

As socially produced phenomena, discourses both reflect and (re)create
society (Fiske, 1987). Because reality is socially constructed, there is no true or
false reality; rather, people create their own social realities through discourse

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). In doing so, audiences attempt to understand and
interpret the ideologies contained within discourses by interacting with texts

(Fiske, 1987). Texts, however, are inherently polysemic in that they contain

multiple possible meanings; these meanings are not fully realized until audiences
create them through their interaction with the text. Audiences use their own
schemata to analyze and interpret the discourses that they are exposed to, thus

implying that any discourse in a text can be read in any number of ways.
Hall (1980) attests that audiences have agency; that is, they have the

power and ability to interpret texts in numerous ways. Hall uses the term

reading

to explain the ways that audiences can interpret (read) a text, and postulates that

there are three different readings: the dominant, or preferred, reading, the
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negotiated reading, and the oppositional reading. With a dominant reading,

audiences decode/interpret/read a text according to dominant ideologies, in the
way(s) that the text’s creator intended it to be read; thus audiences understand
the text to be in line with dominant ideologies. However, audiences rarely
completely accept and understand a text in the way that the creator intended, as
audience members typically bring their own schemas, worldviews, and ideas to

any reading. These schemas necessarily interact with the dominant ideologies
portrayed in texts, creating a negotiated reading. That is, with a negotiated

reading, audiences use their own experiences and beliefs to understand the

meanings of texts. With an oppositional reading, audiences understand a text as

working in opposition to the meaning intended by the creator, and possibly in
opposition to dominant ideologies. While not common, an oppositional reading is
one strategy that audiences use to give alternative meaning to texts.
Given that audiences have agency, they can certainly read texts in a

myriad of ways. However, regardless of how a text is read, there is still a
dominant ideology presented, there is just not a guarantee that all audiences will

interpret the preferred/dominant meaning. Thus, in analyzing a text, critics can
identify the discourses and ideological bases on which the texts are structured,

but cannot identify the discourses and ideological bases that audiences use to

construct meaning from the text. That is, critics, such as myself, can identify the
dominant metanarratives present in texts, and extrapolate the ideology

espoused.
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Discourse Analysis and Media. Critics often analyze the discourses and

ideological meanings in a text using discourse analysis (DA). DA focuses on the
discourses present within texts, but can also be used to analyze images
(Silverman, 2007).
Because discourses and their embedded ideologies are present within

mediated texts, it is appropriate to analyze media using semiotic analysis and DA
(Barthes, 1977; Berger, 1984; Fiske, 1987). Scholars have used semiotic

analysis (see, e.g., Chouliaraki, 2005; Lefkowitz, 2005; Roderick, 2009;
O’Shaughnessy & Baines, 2009; Velasco-Sacristan & Fuertes-Olivera, 2006;

Wolfe, Swanson, & Wrona, 2008), and DA (see, e.g., Avila-Saavedra, 2009;

Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2002; Brookey, 1996; Fuoss, 1994; Miller, 1994; Radel,

1994; Shugart, 2003) to analyze a variety of mediated texts, including the

Internet, news, television, and film. The majority of these studies have typically
focused on identity, and how identity is expressed and characterized through
images, written words, dialogue, nonverbal behavior, etc. (see, e.g. AvilaSaavedra, 2009; Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2002; Brookey, 1996; Fuoss, 1994;

Guzman & Valdivia, 2004; Hundley, 2004; Marcellus, 2006; Marsen, 2004;
McIlwain, 2007; Merskin, 2001; Roth, 1978; Tan & See, 2009; Tucker, 1998;
Willis, 2008; Zichermann, 2006). Others have focused on specific types of media,
such as news media, although not all studies of news media focus on the same

topics. Studies using semiotic analysis or DA have analyzed mass media texts,
such as television and film (see, e.g., Avila-Saavedra, 2009; Battles & Hilton-
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Morrow, 2002; Baxter, 2009; Brookey, 1996; Cooks, etal., 1993; Cuklanz, 1998;
Hundley, 1995; Kuruc, 2008; Marsen, 2004; Meyer, 2003; Roth, 1978; Soukup,

2009; Willis, 2008).

Literature Employing Semiotic Analysis

Scholars using semiotic analysis to examine signs present in the media

have been eclectic. For instance, one looked at how the language and
soundtrack of the film

Snow Falling on Cedars underscores the dominant themes

of memory and recollection (Lefkowitz, 2005). Another has studied how

postcards can function as media through the signs and images communicated
(Ostman, 2004). While still another has analyzed the scents and images present
in perfume ads shown in the British edition of

Cosmopolitan magazine, arguing

that specific scents evoke specific emotions about the perfume (Velasco-

Sacristan & Fuertes-Olivera, 2006). Hirschman (1990/1991) analyzed the ways in

which television commercials use signs, dialogue, images, and characters to
appeal to a sense of mass consumerism, to emphasize the natural, or to

combine focal points. Roderick (2009) examined military advertisements, arguing
that the focus on soldiers in silhouette functioned to signify the qualities of a good

soldier, including the subordination of individual identity. However, despite the
eclectic nature of semiotic analysis in media studies, the majority of analyses

have focused on one of two areas: (a) political issues in the media, and (b)
portrayals of identity in the media.
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Semiotics and Political Issues. Many semiotic analyses of political issues
and current events center on the Iraq war, and the news coverage of the war. For
instance, Wolfe, et al. (2008) employed semiotic analysis to study Internet news

coverage of the Iraq war in 2005, concluding that coverage was mainly pro-Bush

administration, and pro-war; they concluded that images and language espoused
a distinctly conservative ideology, arguing that this did not meet the 1st
Amendment right of having diverse coverage from diverse worldviews. Similarly,
others have used semiotic analysis to look specifically at news coverage of
American bombings in Iraq (e.g., Chouliaraki, 2005; O’Shaughnessy & Baines,

2009). Chouliaraki (2005), for example, focused exclusively on BBC news,

arguing that coverage denied the humanity of suffering Iraqis, while
simultaneously relieving the American bombers of all responsibility for the
casualties. Conversely, O’Shaughnessy and Baines (2009) employed semiotic

analysis to argue that in Islamic audio and visual coverage of the bombings,
Americans were depicted as evil aggressors, while Muslims were depicted as the

aggrieved victims. Although my research did not focus on news coverage on the
Iraq war, I used semiotic analysis in a similar manner to the majority of these

studies; that is, I analyzed the images and language used to portray romantic
relationships.
Diverging from a focus on the Iraq war, Abraham and Feighery (2009)
analyzed how editorial cartoons, while typically thought of as frivolous, contained
deeper social meanings and political applications. Also examining editorial
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cartoons, Giarelli’s (2006) conducted a semiotic analysis of the depiction of

cloning and stem cell research. Ultimately, Giarelli concluded that while the
images and lexical choices of the cartoons illustrated cloning negatively, as the
mass production of evil, the images and lexical choices of the cartoons showed

stem cell research positively, as the beginning of helpful technological
revolutions. However, although scholars employed semiotics to analyze the

images and language chosen to portray political issues, 1 focused on the images
and language chosen to portray romantic relationships.
Semiotics and Identity Studies. Identity studies using semiotic analysis in

media have typically focused on three aspects of identity: how identity is
constructed and portrayed in a general sense, how racial identities are portrayed,

and how gendered identities are portrayed. For instance, Tan and See’s (2009)

semiotic approach discovered the importance of newscasters’ clothing choices,
and how those choices create images and identities of professionalism and
credibility. In a semiotic analysis of the films

Dark City (1998) and Gattaca

(1997), Marsen (2004) studied how identity is constructed and maintained in

science fiction films. Similarly, Roth (1978) looked at the film

Metropolis (1927)

specifically focusing on how light was used to signify the heroes (natural light)
and villains (artificial light). Finally, Zichermann (2006) used semiotic analysis to

study the first presidential debate between George W. Bush and John Kerry,

concluding that the clothing, colors worn, body positioning, and hand gestures of
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both men functioned to portray Bush as trustworthy, competent, and an
“everyman,” and Kerry as untrustworthy, incompetent, and elitist.
In the area of racial identity, a few studies combining media and semiotic

analyses have focused on racial stereotyping, and how it is accomplished
through a variety of images, production codes, and language. For instance,
McIlwain (2007) studied the 1994 4th district congressional race in Oklahoma.

While one candidate was Caucasian/Anglo-American, the other candidate was
African-American. McIlwain argues that J.C. Watts, the African-American
candidate, was negatively stereotyped as inferior, and unfairly criminalized by his

opponent in television advertisements.

Similarly, Merskin (2001) used semiotic analysis to study racial
stereotypes of Native Americans, specifically in advertisements for products such
as Land O’ Lakes butter, Crazy Horse Malt Liquor, and Sue Bee honey; Merskin

concludes that these advertisements portrayed Native Americans as either noble

savages or blood thirsty savages, conforming to dominant racial stereotypes.
Finally, in a semiotic analysis of actresses Salma Hayek and Jennifer
Lopez, as well as artist Frida Kahlo, Guzman and Valdivia (2004) ascertain that

all three Latina women were portrayed in the media as conforming to traditional

Latina stereotypes (e.g., hypersexualized), as well as treated as Others;

however, at the same time, Guzman and Valdivia claim that all three women
were able to use these stereotypes to their own advantage.
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Other semiotic analyses of media texts have focused on how gendered

identities are portrayed, and to some extent, how gender stereotypes are reified

through those portrayals. For example, Willis (2008) analyzed the film

Juno,

arguing that the film portrayed girlhood/femininity in contradictory ways, at once
showing the female protagonist as an innocent girl and an oversexualized

woman. Focusing on women’s identities in sports, Hundley (2004) examined how
women's identities were created through the images, language, and colors used

in golf course scorecards. Also focusing on female gender stereotypes, Marcellus
(2006) analyzed advertisements in several magazines published from the 1920s

to the 1930s, and claims that (female) secretaries were portrayed as sexualized,
subordinate to their male bosses, and in a domestic rather than professional role.
Indeed, Marcellus argues that the women were portrayed as machines, at one

with their typewriters. Also arguing that women are portrayed as machines in
many action films, Soukup (2009) analyzed

Mrs. Smith, The Italian Job,

and

Tomb Raider, Terminator 3, Mr. and

Entrapment, finding that women’s bodies in the

films were portrayed not only sexually, but also technologically; that is,
technology was highly sexualized and shown to be part of women’s bodies.
Other semiotic analyses focusing on women have looked closely at a

single text; for instance, both Baxter (2009) and Kuruc (2008) analyzed the
television program

Sex and the City.

Baxter studied how feminine identities are

created through artifacts, images, and language, claiming that the program was a

postmodern text, as it portrayed women’s identities as ambiguous, contradictory,
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and nuanced. Kuruc (2008), however, disagrees, arguing that the role of fashion
in the program led to portrayals of women as superficial, consumerist, and

frivolous, thus reifying dominant ideologies about gender. Further, Kuruc argues
that fashion served to portray men in a stereotypical manner, as the men in the

program were typically dressed in professional work attire, thus reinforcing the
gender stereotype of men as business professionals who make more money,

and are more successful in the business arena, than women. Unlike the majority

of semiotic analyses employed to study identity portrayals in the media, I did not
exclusively examine racialized identities; rather, I expressly concentrated on

romantic comedies, and the ways that romantic relationships were portrayed.

Similar to my research, Cooks, et al. (1993) investigated

Pretty Woman,

arguing that the movie reinforced traditional gender roles; while the male
protagonist was portrayed as being wealthy, professional, and elitist, the female
protagonist was a prostitute who had to be saved by the male. However, other

than Cooks, et al.’s work, there has been a noticeable lack of research using
semiotic analysis to investigate romantic relationship portrayals in films.

Literature Employing Discourse Analysis
Media scholarship using DA is relatively uncommon. The majority of DA
studies have, like semiotic analysis research, focused on identity portrayals in the

media, specifically portrayals of gay men and lesbians, and gendered identities.
Other media studies research using DA have been erratic at best, focusing

generally on news media.
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DA and Identity Studies. A subset of identity studies using DA have

concentrated on the construction of gay male and lesbian identities through

discourse. For instance, Miller (1994) and Shugart (2003) analyzed how media
help shape the identities of gay men and lesbians, specifically how gender is

performed and portrayed through media discourses. Fuoss (1994) and Radel
(1994) also investigated gay male identities, specifically how gay male identities

are framed in the discourses of novels. Fuoss (1994) analyzed young adult

novels, and argues that gay male identities are portrayed in four specific ways:

they are completely absent, or occur in a limited and sanitized manner; they are

contained, or presented as behavior rather than an aspect of identity; they are
transient and changeable, with characters deciding they are not gay at the
conclusion of the novel; and they transcend the focus on gay male identities,
allowing readers to deemphasize the gay identities portrayed. Radel (1994),

focusing on Edmund White novels, claims that they portrayed gay men as

fundamentally oppressing themselves, based on society's definition of what
constitutes a “normal” sexual identity.
Other scholars analyzed how discourses of sexuality were portrayed in the

television shows

Dawson’s Creek (Meyer, 2003),

and

Will & Grace (Avila-

Saavedra, 2009; Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2002; Brookey, 1996), and in the films

My Best Friend’s Wedding, Object of My Affection, The Next Best Thing,
Philadelphia (Brookey, 1996).

and

Specifically, they all explored how gay men’s

identities were created and framed through media discourses. Using DA, Turner
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(2008) investigated

Diva Magazine, the only mainstream lesbian magazine in the

U.K., finding that discourse separated the in-group (lesbians) from the out-group

(everyone else). Given the heteronormative bias explicated in my review of
literature, my research did not include analysis of gay and lesbian identities;

however, this lack of gay and lesbian identities did inform my research.
Another subset of identity studies using DA have centered on the

construction of gendered identities through discourse. Tucker (1998) evaluated
the discourses found in the Calvin Klein advertisement campaign of August,

1995, finding that the advertisement contained a suggestive, "kiddie-porn’’
metadiscourse, with accompanying discourses of morality and patriarchy. In a
study on the discourses of masculinity in the Italian edition of

Men’s Health

magazine, Boni (2002) explored how men’s lives and bodies were portrayed.
Fahey (2007) examined how discourses of hegemonic masculinity were

privileged in the “French-ifying” of John Kerry during the 2004 presidential

campaign, arguing that Kerry’s identity as a male was questioned through his

opponents’ discursive choices. Warnick (1999) studied the discourses found in
books, trade periodicals, and web sites that attempted to persuade women to

increase their Internet use. Warnick found that stereotypically masculine
discourses and ideologies of aggression, resourcefulness, and independence
were primarily used, while the opposing, stereotypical feminine discourse and

ideologies were marginalized. In a similar vein, Hundley (2002) analyzed how
women’s identities were created and negotiated through the discourses in
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Lifetime Original Movies. As with the semiotic analyses utilized in identity studies
research, DA employed in identity studies research contains similarities with my

research; I investigated how romantic relationships were portrayed in the media

in gendered ways.
DA and News Media. While comparatively few, some DA studies have
analyzed the news media (e.g., Baym, 2000; Fahey, 2007; Gamson & Modigliani,

1989; Kitis & Milapides, 1997; van Dijk, 1983). However, news media research
using DA has been eclectic and disunified. For instance, Baym (2000) analyzed

how the discursive use of the journalistic “we” contributed to discourses and
ideologies of moral authority and credibility in the coverage of the Oklahoma City
bombing. Gamson and Modigliani (1989) explored how television news,

newsmagazines, editorial cartoons, and syndicated opinion columns framed
discourses about the use of nuclear power and its desirability. Kitis and Milapides
(1997) explored how

TIME magazine used lexical choices to construct

discourses about Greece’s defense system. Although I did not study news media
portrayals, I examined how discursive/lexical choices contributed to portrayals of

romantic relationships. Although characters in films are scripted, and thus do not
make discursive/lexical choices, script writers, along with directors, producers,

camera people, etc. do determine how characters are portrayed, including
character dialogue. Thus, while the characters themselves did not make choices,

there were people actively choosing how to portray the characters.
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Even fewer DA studies have scrutinized the popular entertainment media

of television and film. Cuklanz (1998) examined how television shows featuring
rape created discourses that privileged hegemonic masculinity by portraying the

rapists as compassionate. Hundley (1995, 2005) investigated the discourse
surrounding the television series

Cheers, exploring how beer drinking was

naturalized in the sitcom (1995), as well as how portrayals of sex were affected

by gender and socioeconomic class (2005). Further, although some film studies

have used DA, romantic comedies have overwhelming been studied using
content analyses (Bufkin & Eschholz, 2000; Johnson & Holmes, 2009; Martin &

Kazyak, 2009; Tanner, et al., 2003; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999), to the exclusion

of the use of methodologies such as semiotic analysis or DA.
Given the importance of media portrayals, and the lack of research on

romantic relationship portrayals in romantic comedies, there is a clear need for
further research in this area. Although content analysis is useful for

understanding the frequency of types of portrayals, semiotic analysis and DA

allows scholars to delve into the meanings and qualities of those portrayals.
Thus, as I was interested in the underlying ideologies present within romantic
comedies, semiotic analysis and DA were appropriate methods to use.
Applying Semiotic Discourse Analysis

and the Model of Interaction Stages

To conduct this research, I first obtained my selected films. I then obtained
the transcripts or screenplays of nine of these films from several Internet
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sources1.1 transcribed

Failure to Launch and My Big Fat Greek Wedding myself,

as transcripts were not available for those films. Next, I watched the remaining

films to verify the accuracy of the transcripts, while also taking copious notes

regarding portrayals of romantic relationships between the protagonists in the

films, specifically focusing on the language/dialogue used, narrative structure,
and nonverbal cues such as facial expressions, nonverbal reactions,
consequences (or lack thereof) of actions and behaviors, background music, and
the protagonists’ costumes. While actual dialogue is one way that people, and

characters, engage in romantic relationship development, nonverbal reactions to

that dialogue also provide information about how that dialogue is perceived by
other characters. Thus, I focused not only on dialogue, but also on the nonverbal

cues displayed.
Additionally, the consequences of the dialogue used is another way that

romantic relationships as a whole are portrayed; for instance, if specific types of

language and/or behavior entailed positive consequences (e.g., successful

relationships), then that type of language and/or behavior was valorized and
positively portrayed. Thus, although I transcribed dialogue, for scenes that did
not contain dialogue (e.g., montage scenes), I transcribed the overall mood of the

scene as signified by the music and the protagonists’ nonverbal behavior.
Next, in order to answer my first research question, I analyzed my

transcripts, noting the relational steps that relationships progressed through,

based on Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction stages in
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relationships. I then created a diagram of the narrative structure of each film, in

comparison to the model. In order to answer my second and subsequent

research questions, I then looked for reoccurring themes, or discourses, present

within the texts. This procedure combined semiotic analysis with DA in that I not

only focused on the language/discourses present within the texts, but also the
images and nonverbal behaviors.
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CHAPTER THREE

ONE STEP AT A TIME: ROMANTIC COMEDIES’
NARRATIVE STRUCTURE

Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction stages in relationships

assumes that people in relationships begin and end relationships in a series of
ordered steps. Likewise, narratives, such as those found in romantic comedies,

have a similar structure including a beginning and ending. That is, romantic
comedy narratives tell a story about romantic relationships, beginning with

initiation (step one of the development staircase), and typically ending with
protagonists affirming their commitment to each other and the romantic

relationship (integrating or bonding, steps four and five, respectively, of the

development staircase). The model of interaction stages is used to describe
actual romantic relationships; whereas, relationships in romantic comedies are

obviously mediated portrayals. However, because media are agents of cultural
transmission (e.g., Fiske, 1987; Hirschman, 1987; Shanahan & Morgan, 1999;
Signorielli, 1991), and can have some effect on audiences (e.g., Bandura, 1986,

1994, 2002; Bilandzic, 2006; Busselle & Greenberg, 2000; Busselle,
Ryabovolova, & Wilson, 2004; Gerbner, 1977; Gerbner, etal., 2002; Nabi &

Krcmar, 2006), it is important to examine how media portrayals of romantic
relationships reflect actual romantic relationships. Thus, this chapter is an
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analysis of the narrative structure of the eleven texts under investigation, using
the model of interaction stages in relationships as a framework.

Research question one asked how the narrative structure of romantic

comedies did or did not fit the model of interaction stages in relationships. In this

analysis, it is clear that the narrative structures of the romantic comedies
investigated diverged significantly from Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) steps, and

the narratives included steps and nuances that the model does not describe.

Interestingly, all of the texts, with the exception of My Big

Fat Greek Wedding

(2002), managed to uphold one of the generic conventions of romantic comedies

explicated by Preston (2000). That is, protagonists began a romantic relationship
with each other, terminated that relationship at some point, and then re-entered
the relationship, with the implication that they would be together forever.

However, the ways in which this narrative structure occurred throughout the films

varied significantly. Thus, while protagonists experienced the first step of the

development staircase (initiation), the fifth step of the dissolution staircase
(termination), and either the fourth or fifth step of the development staircase
(integrating and bonding, respectively), the steps that they experienced in
between varied widely.

Regardless of these variances, there were similarities in the ways that the
relationships diverged from the model. Ten of the eleven films

2004;

(50 First Dates,

America's Sweethearts, 2001; Enchanted, 2007; Failure to Launch, 2006;

Hitch, 2005; My Big Fat Greek Wedding,

2002;
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The Proposal,

2009;

Runaway

Bride,

1999;

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003; What Women Want, 2000) portrayed

a quick relationship escalation from the first step of the development staircase

(initiation) to the second step (experimenting), and sometimes also to the third
step (intensifying). Some of the films
2007;

(America’s Sweethearts,

The Proposal, 2009; Runaway Bride,

What Women Want,

1999;

2001;

Enchanted,

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003;

2000) portrayed the protagonists beginning interpersonal

relationships as friends or acquaintances, learning more about each other, and
participating in intimate disclosure, before initiating romantic relationships. As

mentioned,

My Big Fat Greek Wedding (2002) was the only film that did not

depict the characters experiencing the fifth, and final, step of the dissolution
staircase (termination); the relationships in the other ten films were terminated at
some point as the stories unfolded.

Likewise, as Preston (2000) found, all of the couples that terminated their
relationship ultimately reentered it by the end of the film. Once the protagonists
reentered the romantic relationship, the implication was that they would be

together forever. Ultimately, however, the majority of the films did not follow the

ordered, sequential structure of the model of interaction stages in relationships.

Rapid Escalation through the Steps
Although the model of interaction stages in relationships (Knapp &
Vangelisti, 1991) does not specify the amount of time it typically takes to move

from one step to the next, the assumption is that people in romantic relationships
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take the time to fully experience each step in order to move to the next. The
individuals in the relationships determine what it means to fully experience each
step, and how long is an appropriate time to spend on each step, meaning that

every relationship is different (Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991, 2000; Mongeau &
Henningsen, 2008). Hence, the time varies - while one couple may take three
days getting to know each other, another couple may take years. Nonetheless,

Knapp and Vangelisti (1991, 2000) explain that while couples may move through
the first two development steps quickly, it typically takes much longer to move to
the third, fourth, and fifth development steps, as people are usually not willing to

disclose highly personal information, or expose their vulnerability, early in the

relationship. Moreover, because individuals are unique and complex, as are
romantic relationships, it is reasonable to believe that couples would typically
take at least several weeks or months to decide whether or not they want to
declare a long term committed relationship.
In all of the films, with the exception of Four Christmases (2008), the

protagonists moved rapidly from initiating a romantic relationship to disclosing
extremely personal details of their lives. Often, this occurred within the same day;
the protagonists met in the morning, for instance (initiation, step one of the

development staircase), and by that night, one or both disclosed personal

information, which is somewhere between experimenting (step two of the
development staircase), and intensifying (step three of the development
staircase). Again, while couples are unique, and need to decide the appropriate
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amount of time for each step on an individual basis, it appears overly simplistic
that they felt comfortable self-disclosing personal details about their lives virtually

hours after meeting each other. Thus, the films diverged from the model in that
the protagonists were portrayed as briefly and superficially engaging in each step

before moving onto the next.
An additional divergence was that protagonists often quickly reached a

step somewhere between experimenting (step two of the development staircase)
and intensifying (step three of the development staircase). They disclosed highly
personal information, at a far deeper level than experimenting describes. For

instance, while experimenting may include conversations about favorite types of

music, number of siblings, occupation, demographics, and so forth, Darcy

(What

Women Want, 2000) disclosed to Nick - on their first date - that her ex-husband
was jealous of her success and never loved her. Furthermore, personal self

disclosure happened before protagonists recognized that they were in a unique
relationship (intensifying, step three of the development staircase), which is

typically exemplified by agreeing to be monogamous, referring to each other as
boyfriend/girlfriend/partner, meeting friends and/or family members, and so forth.

Thus, the films portrayed something between step two (experimenting) and step
three of the development staircase (intensifying) that is not described in the

model. Rather than an actual step, it appears that the films portrayed nuances in
the romantic relationships that the model does not include.
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Occasionally, rapid escalation through the steps was portrayed verbally,
through dialogue. Other times it was signified nonverbally, through physical

intimacy or other actions, such as kissing, spending the night together, or

spending time alone in intimate situations.

Rapid Escalation Through Dialogue, in many of the films, couples were
portrayed as rapidly moving through the steps through dialogue. Specifically,

couples were portrayed as engaging in highly personal self-disclosure soon after
meeting each other. Some disclosure was regarding past relationships. For

instance, in

Enchanted (2007),

Robert and Giselle only knew each other for one

day when Robert admitted that his ex-wife walked out on him and his daughter

Morgan. Additionally, Robert explained, "1 don’t talk about it... to Morgan or to
anybody.” Thus, Robert implied that he was sharing intimate disclosure with

Giselle that he was not comfortable sharing with anyone else. Hitch

(Hitch, 2005)

also confessed, on his second daite with Sara, that he had been hurt by a past
relationship: “You know, like, one moment you’re gliding along... the next

moment you're standing in the rain watching your life fall apart,” adding that it
“left a scar.” In these instances, both male characters appeared willing to reveal

their vulnerability due to past heartbreak to a virtual stranger, thus escalating the
level of disclosure (and progression through the steps).

Female characters also appeared comfortable acknowledging past
heartbreak. After Nick

(What Women Want, 2000) complimented Darcy on her

willingness to speak her mind, Darcy answered, “Do you have any idea how rare
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it is for someone to actually like that about me? Trust me, this has not been a

great thing in my life. My ex-husband didn’t love me, let’s put it that way.”

Although this occurred on their first date, Darcy seemingly felt comfortable
enough to continue, “If you want to know the truth, I’m not sure he ever did really

love me.” After Nick asked how long they were married, Darcy appeared to have
no problem answering, “A little less than a year. I’ve been divorced about nine
months now. We worked together, you know that, right?” Although Nick and

Darcy had barely initiated a romantic relationship, Darcy confided highly personal

details about her past relationship, revealing her vulnerability; at the same time,
this disclosure rapidly escalated their relationship because by the next scene,

they were passionately kissing.
Also evident in the films was disclosure of protagonists’ families’

expectations. Although communication about family is not necessarily personal
(for instance, speaking about the number of siblings one has), Knapp and

Vangelisti (2000) assert that speaking about family problems usually reveals

people’s vulnerabilities, and thus is reserved for intensifying (step three of the

development staircase). Moreover, the protagonists’ disclosure about their

families revealed personal information. In

My Big Fat Greek Wedding (2002),

at

the end of their first date, Ian explained to Toula: “My dad’s a lawyer, and my

grandfather’s a lawyer, and... it just wasn’t for me, so I picked a new major. And

my parents weren’t too pleased, you know.” After only going on one date with
Toula, Ian was willing to disclose his struggles with his family, and his family’s
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expectations for him, thus revealing his vulnerability. Ike

(Runaway Bride,

1999),

too, was willing to share his struggles and his family’s expectations with Maggie,

even before they began a romantic relationship. Ike divulged that “My dad had a
small printing business. He wanted me to become a classical musician; my mom

wanted me to be a novelist. They're 0 for 2. So I... uh... became a reporter."

Ike’s tone of voice signified that this was a painful memory, thus making this
confession personal.
Protagonists confided not only their families’ expectations, but also
struggles they had with their families. At the end of her second date with lan,

Toula

(My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002) revealed a long, detailed description of

her own struggles with her family, explaining:

And... I’m Greek, right? So, what happens is, my dad and my uncles, they
fight, over who gets to eat the lamb brain. And then my Aunt Voula forks

the eyeball and chases me around with it, trying to get me to eat it, ‘cause
it’s going to make me smart. So you have two cousins. I have 27 first
cousins. Just 27 first cousins alone. And my whole family is big and loud,

and everybody’s in each other’s lives and business all the time, like you
never have just a minute alone, just to think, ‘cause we’re always together,
just eating, eating, eating. And the only people we know are Greeks.

Because Greeks marry Greeks. To breed more Greeks. To be loud,
greedy, Greek eaters.
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Toula was initially hesitant to admit this information. This was exemplified when

lan pressured her to talk about her family, yet Toula refused to share any details
on their first date, and the beginning of their second date. Nevertheless, by the

end of their second date, Toula appeared comfortable relating details about her

family with lan, even though they had only known each other for two days.

Sara

(Hitch, 2005) also shared intimate details about her family with Hitch

on their first date, when she divulged that her great-great-grandfather was a
serial killer. This personal family history obviously upset her, as evidenced when

she ran away crying. Additionally, on their second date, Sara told Hitch the story
of her younger sister’s near-death experience, explaining: “We were...um... we
were skating on the pond behind our house... and she fell through the ice. My

dad pulled her out Gave her mouth-to-mouth. Longest three minutes of my life,”
adding, “I don’t think I've ever really gotten over it.” As the older sister, Sara felt

responsible for her sister’s near-death experience. This story seemed to be

something that Sara had not revealed to a potential romantic partner before,

evidenced by her distrust of love and relationships, and yet she was willing to
share the story with Hitch soon after meeting him.

Maggie

(Runaway Bride,

1999) also seemingly felt comfortable sharing

family secrets with Ike, telling Ike that she was “so tired” of her dad's alcoholism,
adding, “He’s been drinking more and more since my mom passed away.”

Although her dad’s alcohol problem was well known in their small town, this was
something that Maggie had clearly not talked about with anyone, yet she
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seemingly felt comfortable sharing this information with out-of-towner Ike, before

they began a romantic relationship.
Darcy and Nick

(What Women Want, 2000) were also not in a relationship

with each other when they engaged in the following exchange about Nick’s
daughter:

Nick: Yeah, yeah. Got a boyfriend that’s eighteen.

Darcy: And you hate that. Right?

Nick: Oh, I hate it. Yeah, but she digs him and he’s invited her to the prom,
and hey, that’s a big deal, I guess.

Darcy: Going to the prom is mostly about the dress. You know that, right?

Nick: Is it?
Darcy: Once you’ve got the dress handled, it’s all downhill from there.
Darcy (her thoughts expressed with a voice over): This feels like a date.

Why did I go into all that? He needs to go.
Even Darcy realized that this exchange was far too personal for the setting - in

addition to not being in a romantic relationship with each other, Darcy was Nick’s
new boss - but yet she engaged in the exchange regardless.

Not only did couples relate details about their family early into their

relationship, but they revealed details about their own personal struggles. Darcy

(What Women Want, 2000) explained to Nick that “It’s just so far beyond tired at
this point. I’ve basically stopped sleeping ever since I took this job,” and when
Nick stated, “You don’t quite feel like yourself here, do you?” Darcy answered
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that she did not. When this exchange occurred, Nick and Darcy had only known

each other for a few days, yet Darcy seemingly felt comfortable enough with Nick
to admit that she felt overwhelmed - especially important to note is that Darcy
was Nick’s superior, so showing her vulnerability easily put her career and

professional reputation at risk.
Rapid Escalation Through Nonverbal Behavior. Couples were not only
portrayed as rapidly escalating their relationships through dialogue, but also

through their nonverbal behavior. For instance, in

Runaway Bride (1999), the

protagonists Maggie and Ike kissed - at Maggie’s rehearsal for her upcoming
wedding to another man - which served to initiate their relationship (step one of
the development staircase). Moments after their kiss, Maggie and Ike decided to
get married, which signified their move to integrating (step four of the

development staircase), where they began doing almost everything together,
acting as a figurative single unit This escalation through the steps occurred

before Maggie and Ike even got to know each other. In fact, at the point that
Maggie and Ike kissed, they had known each other for less than a week, which
was leading up to her marriage to Bob that was eventually cancelled.

Similarly, Robert kissed Giselle

(Enchanted, 2007) to save her life, which

served to not only initiate their romantic relationship, but also to prove that they
were meant for each other, and would spend the rest of their lives together
(integrating, step four of the development staircase, with bonding, step five,

implied). Thus, in these instances, physical intimacy was the catalyst for romantic
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relationship formation, followed by a rapid escalation to integration of the
protagonists’ lives. Moreover, the initiation itself was escalated, as it began not

with casual conversation, but with a kiss, something that, according to Knapp and
Vangelisti (1991, 2000), is characteristic of intensifying (step three of the
development staircase).

Although not all relationships began with a kiss, some relationships quickly
progressed to kissing. For example, Darcy and Nick

Kiki and Eddie

(What Women Want, 2000),

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001), and Toula and Ian (My Big Fat

Greek Wedding, 2002) all kissed at the end of their first date,

after spending little

time in each other’s company. Further complicating matters, not only had Eddie
been married to Kiki’s sister, Gwen, but Kiki and Eddie continued their encounter

by having sex and waking up in Eddie's bed the next morning. Although these
examples do not necessarily constitute intensifying (step three of the

development staircase), as they barely knew each other and had not identified as
monogamous romantic couples at that point, it was still more intimate than

experimenting (step two of the development staircase), characterized by time

spent getting to know each other through casual conversation. Thus, these
sequences of events are all unaccounted for in the model of interaction stages.

Not only was a rapid move to physical intimacy explicitly portrayed, but it
was also implied. In

Something’s Gotta Give (2003), for example, the

protagonists Erica and Harry moved from hating each other (because he was
dating her daughter), to him moving in to her house while he mended from a
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heart attack, to a platonic online conversation, to making pancakes together late

at night in their pajamas, all within a matter of days. Also spending time in their
pajamas together, Margaret and Andrew

(The Proposal, 2009), slept in the same

bedroom when visiting Andrew’s parents - before they had even begun a

genuine romantic relationship - because Andrew’s parents believed that they

were engaged. While neither of these couples explicitly participated in any type
of physical intimacy, spending time alone with someone else, late at night,
especially in pajamas, is a highly intimate situation.
However, physical intimacy was not the only instance of rapid escalation

through the steps; this was also portrayed through events and characters’
actions. For instance, in

Four Christmases (2008), after living together for a

number of years, Brad, the male protagonist, told his partner, Kate, that he did
not want to get married or have children, causing them to separate (step five of
the dissolution staircase). This occurred in the early evening, and later that same

night, Brad returned to Kate to tell her he had changed his mind, and not only

wanted to marry her, but also have children (step five of the development
staircase). The scene immediately following showed Kate and Brad one year
later, after the birth of their first child (step five of the development staircase).

Although Kate and Brad were already in an established romantic relationship at
the beginning of this film, they were “stuck” at integration (step four of the

development staircase), and in the course of the film (that mainly took place
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during one day), they moved from terminating their relationship to agreeing to get

married.
Another example was found in

The Proposal (2009), where Margaret and

Andrew agreed to marry on false pretenses (bonding, step five of the

development staircase), immediately spent a few days with Andrew’s family,
sleeping in the same bedroom (integrating, step four of the development

staircase), then getting to know each other (experimenting, step two of the

development staircase), and then separating (step five of the dissolution
staircase). Although they were not in a genuine romantic relationship, by the time

Margaret left, they had developed at least a platonic friendship, evidenced
through friendly conversation and Margaret's remorse at having lied to Andrew

and his family. Indeed, Margaret admitted to his family before she left Andrew at
the altar, “I blackmailed him to come up here and to lie to you. All of you. And I

thought it would be easy to watch him do it. But it wasn’t. Turns out it's not easy

to ruin someone’s life once you find out how wonderful they are.” Thus, in the
brief time that Margaret had spent with Andrew and his family, she realized that

she genuinely liked Andrew. Moreover, immediately upon reuniting, Andrew
asked Margaret to marry him, and Margaret accepted (step five of the

development staircase). Indeed, because Andrew and Margaret were previously

only in a false relationship, Andrew’s proposal, and Margaret’s subsequent
acceptance, constituted both step one of the development staircase (initiating)

and step four of the development staircase (integrating).
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In

America’s Sweethearts (2001), Eddie and Kiki moved from initiating a

romantic relationship by sharing a kiss and spending the night together (step one

of the development staircase), to terminating the relationship the next morning
(step five of the dissolution staircase), only to declare their love for each other

that night (intensifying, step three of the development staircase). This took place

over the course of two days.
Finally, two of the films

(Failure to Launch, 2006; Hitch, 2005) explicitly

referred to relationship formation as occurring in a series of steps, and

encouraged those steps to progress rapidly through specific events. For
instance, Hitch, a professional matchmaker, encouraged his clients to swiftly
move towards the first kiss to the ultimate goal of marriage through a series of

formulaic steps. Indeed, in his own relationship with Sara, Hitch attempted to kiss
her on their first date, but Sara refused.

In

Failure to Launch (2006), Paula was a "professional girlfriend,” who was

paid by parents to date their son in order to get him to move out of their house;
Paula accomplished this by taking her fake relationships through a series of

steps that occurred rapidly. The sooner she could accomplish the desired end
result (getting the adult son to move out of his parents’ house), the sooner she

could get paid and move on to her next client. With Tripp, the male protagonist,
Paula quickly initiated a relationship (step one of the development staircase),
spent the first and second date learning more about him (experimenting, step two

of the development staircase), and spent the third date meeting his friends and
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getting their approval (intensifying, step three of the development staircase).
These dates occurred within a few days of each other, resulting in Tripp and
Paula rapidly escalated their relationship. These films both conformed to the

model of interaction stages in relationships (Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991) by
following prescribed steps in sequence; however, Tripp and Paula, and Hitch and
Sara, moved rapidly from initiation to intimate situations and self-disclosure.

Further, Hitch

(Hitch,

2006) and Paula

(Failure to Launch, 2005) used different

steps (some of which are not specified in the model of interaction stages).

Although the romantic comedies under investigation all portrayed
movement through the steps differently, one commonality was the rapid

escalation of romantic relationships in all of the films. Granted, the model of
interaction stages in relationships (Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991) does not specify

time requirements for any of the steps; nonetheless, the protagonists all spent
less than a week together before they confessed personal information, spent

intimate moments together, and in some cases, spent the night together. While it
is certainly possible for people to learn much about each other in a short time, it
is highly improbable that two complex adults, with a myriad of life experiences,

goals, and values, would be willing to commit the rest of their lives to each other
after a week, or even a month of dating. Additionally, many couples in these films

moved to steps and included nuances that the model of interaction stages does
not describe. While some couples engaged in disclosure that escalated their

relationship from one step to the next in a matter of hours or days, other couples
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engaged in nonverbal behavior, such as physical intimacy, that signaled a

progression through the steps. However, regardless of the ways in which
movement through the steps was depicted, all of the films portrayed romantic

relationships as moving quickly.

Skipping Steps

Romantic relationships in the films diverged from the model of interaction

stages in relationships (Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991) not only in the speed with

which protagonists moved through the steps, but also where the protagonists
began in the steps. That is, in some films

(America's Sweethearts, 2001;

Enchanted, 2007; The Proposal, 2009; Runaway Bride,

1999;

Something’s Gotta

Give, 2003; What Women Want, 2000), protagonists began as friends or
acquaintances who learned more about each other, grew closer, and

then

initiated a romantic relationship (step one of the development staircase). As

such, while the protagonists moved towards greater levels of intimacy, they did
so with no intention of beginning a romantic relationship. In some cases, one of
the protagonists was involved romantically with someone else at the time of

meeting the other protagonist. Thus, although couples eventually began with step

one of the development staircase (initiation), they often did so after having

engaged in personal disclosure and intimacy typical of steps two (experimenting)
and three (intensifying) of the development staircase first.
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For example, Darcy and her employee, Nick,

(What Women Want,

2000)

created and pitched an ad campaign together. As a result, they spent several
days and nights working on it, during which they disclosed incredibly personal
details about their lives. In several scenes, they were shown working side by

side, the only two people in the office, late at night. Thus, by the time they went

on their first date, Darcy and Nick had already shared intimate situations and
conversations. Further, after the sales pitch, Darcy remarked that, “You, me,

we

did great!”; they had only been on one date, and yet Darcy was already referring
to themselves as a figurative unit, a team (integrating, step three of the

development staircase). Thus, Darcy and Nick began as friends, and then moved
to step one of the development staircase (initiating) while including elements of
step three of the development staircase (intensifying) almost immediately
afterwards.

Likewise, Margaret

(The Proposal, 2009) was Andrew’s boss when they

met, and the film began with Margaret entering into a fake engagement with
Andrew to avoid being deported. During their engagement, Margaret and Andrew

learned more about each other, and acted as a couple, before separating.

Shortly after they reunited, and initiated a romantic relationship (step one of the
development staircase), when Andrew proposed to Margaret and she accepted

(step five of the development staircase). Clearly, rather than linearly following the

steps, Margaret and Andrew greatly diverged from the model, as did Darcy and
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Nick; both couples began with professional relationships which evolved to

friendships, and then they became romantically involved.
Also diverging from the model were Erica and Harry

(Something’s Gotta

Give, 2003), who met when Harry was dating Erica’s daughter,

Marin. Because

Harry was already in a romantic relationship, he did not initiate or pursue a

romantic relationship with Erica, nor was Erica interested in beginning a romantic
relationship with Harry. However, because Harry was a guest in Erica’s house,

they spent many hours together, self-disclosing personal information and sharing
intimate situations, such as romantic walks on the beach, and making pancakes
late at night in their pajamas. Eventually, Harry realized he was interested in

Erica, and broke up with Marin, only to initiate a romantic relationship with Erica

(step one of the development staircase).

Similarly, Kiki and Eddie

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001) met while Eddie

was married to Kiki’s sister, Gwen. They began a friendship, spanning many

years, during which they learned more about each other, and shared many
experiences as friends. Eventually, they reunited a year after Gwen and Eddie

had divorced, and initiated a romantic relationship (step one of the development

staircase). In these cases, both couples began as acquaintances, which
developed into platonic friendships, before engaging in romantic relationships.
Furthermore, the males in both of these couples were in relationships with other

women when they first met the female protagonists.
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Also in another relationship, Maggie

(Runaway Bride,

1999) was engaged

to Bob when she first met Ike. Although they did not like each other initially,
Maggie and Ike eventually made peace with each other, and subsequently spent
several days together. During their time together they shared meals, shopped for

Maggie’s wedding dress, and disclosed personal information to enable him to
learn more about her, and thus write an accurate newspaper article about her.

When Maggie broke her engagement - by kissing Ike during her wedding
rehearsal - Ike almost immediately proposed to Maggie, thus signaling the

initiation of their romantic relationship (simultaneously illustrating step one and

step four of the development staircase). Maggie and Ike then spent time doing

almost everything together, living as a figurative single entity (integrating, step
four of the development staircase). Thus, because of Maggie and Ike’s prior

friendship, they skipped steps two (experimenting) and three (intensifying) of the

development staircase as romantic partners, although they did experience these
steps as friends.

Robert

(Enchanted,

2007) was also in a relationship with someone else,

and was about to propose to her, when he met Giselle; likewise, Giselle was
engaged to another man. However, Robert allowed Giselle to sleep in his home,

conducted a conversation with her while she was in the shower, and took her to
work with him the next day. At the end of the second day they spent together,
Robert took Giselle to dinner with his daughter, during which he disclosed

intimate details of his life and a past relationship. Later in the film, Robert realized
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that he and Giselle were meant to be together, at which point he kissed her, thus

initiating a romantic relationship (step one of the development staircase). Thus, in
several films, protagonists were friends before they became romantic partners.

Although over half of the films portrayed couples engaging in friendships

before becoming romantically involved, the model of interaction stages (Knapp &
Vangelisti, 1991) does not describe or explain this occurrence. The assumption
of the model is that relationships should progress through each step sequentially,

so as not to miss any experience (Mongeau & Henningsen, 2008). Regardless,

couples who began as friends or acquaintances were still able to learn about

each other, and develop intimacy with each other, through experimental
communication. Additionally, this experimental communication often served to
initiate relationships, as protagonists who were already in romantic relationships

with others recognized that they were with the wrong person, and had more in
common with their friend or acquaintance. The foundation of communication,

trust, and intimacy allowed couples to move quickly to steps three (intensifying),

four (integrating), or even five (bonding) of the development staircase. Overall,

while all these examples clearly diverged from the model of interaction stages in
relationships, they were all similar, in that all of the couples experienced
increased intimacy

before deciding to engage in romantic relationships.
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Termination and Reentering the Relationship

Yet another similarity amongst all of the movies, with the exception of

Big Fat Greek Wedding (2002),

My

is that all of the couples terminated their

relationships at some point (step five of the dissolution staircase). Many couples

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001; Failure to Launch, 2006; Four Christmases, 2008;
Hitch, 2005; Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) experienced only some of the steps
prior to termination. Other couples (50

Proposal,

2009;

Runaway Bride,

1999;

First Dates, 2004; Enchanted,

2007;

The

What Women Want, 2000) suddenly

terminated the relationship without experiencing any of the other dissolution

steps. While the majority of the films did converge with the model, in that they
reached the final step of the dissolution staircase (termination), they also
diverged, in that many couples took various paths to do so.

Indeed, Kate and Brad

(Four Christmases, 2008) began at step four of the

development staircase (integration), but spent the entirety of the film dissolving
their relationship. They began arguing and realizing that they had less in
common than they thought (differentiating, step one of the dissolution staircase).

Later, they both participated in a church Christmas pageant, in which several
misunderstandings arose because Brad was not willing to communicate with

Kate, and avoided her attempts at communication (circumscribing, step two of
the dissolution staircase). Eventually, they made their way to Brad’s mother’s

house, where they lost at the board game “Taboo" because of their lack of

communication. After leaving Brad’s mother’s house, they had a fight and
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expressed unhappiness with each other, and the relationship. Finally, they
realized that they wanted different things out of life, and felt completely isolated
from each other, exemplified by the following dialogue:

Brad: Listen, if there's one thing we've learned by being forced to be

around our families today it's about the dangers of procreating, alright?

Besides, that's not the things that we want in life.
Kate: Brad, I realized it today. 1 thought for sure, I'd always known that I
didn't want to have kids and I took this test, I'm waiting to see if it's positive

or negative and I thought, for just a second. I felt... different. You know? I
felt hopeful. Like maybe it would just happen and we'd be forced to get

over all of our fears.
Thus, while Brad clearly did not want to have children, Kate revealed that

she might want children. However, Brad continued to be adamant about not

wanting to get married or have children, and they ultimately realized that they
had disparate goals. This argument led Brad to leave Kate at her father’s house,
implying that they should separate (termination, step five of the dissolution
staircase). This narrative demonstrates that the main characters in

Four

Christmases (2008) moved through steps one, two, and five of the dissolution
staircase.

Other couples also skipped some of the steps prior to termination. For
example, Kiki and Eddie

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001) spent the night together,

only for Eddie to attempt to reunite with his ex-wife (Kiki’s sister, Gwen) the next

99

morning. Kiki, who witnessed this, stormed out of the house and screamed at

Eddie, communicating her negative feelings about him (differentiating, step one
of the dissolution staircase), before terminating their romantic, albeit brief,

relationship (step five of the dissolution staircase).
Paula and Tripp

(Failure to Launch, 2006) followed a similar pattern. Tripp

denounced Paula for initiating a fake romantic relationship (differentiating, step
one of the dissolution staircase), stormed out of his house, and then ended their
romantic relationship (termination, step five of the dissolution staircase). Finally,

Sara and Hitch

(Hitch,

2005) also moved from the dissolution staircase’s step

one to step five. Specifically, after finding out about Hitch’s actual profession

(uniting people), Sara visited Hitch’s apartment, initiated an argument, yelled at
him, and threw food and other objects at him (differentiating, step one of the

dissolution staircase), before ending their relationship and leaving his apartment
(terminating, step five of the dissolution staircase). While all of these couples

reached one dissolution step (differentiating, step three) before the final step of
termination (step five), they skipped several steps of the dissolution staircase

articulated by Knapp and Vangelisti (1991).

Other couples skipped all of the dissolution steps prior to termination;

instead, they suddenly terminated their relationship seemingly without cause or
warning. Lucy

(50 First Dates, 2004) terminated her relationship with Henry, even

though they loved each other, because she believed that she was keeping him
from achieving his dreams. This termination occurred without any prior
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dissolution behaviors, and was a sudden move to the fifth step of the dissolution
staircase.

Darcy

(What Women Want, 2000) ended her relationship with Nick

abruptly when she discovered that Nick had sabotaged her career, costing her

job. However, Darcy never communicated this termination with Nick, which made
it difficult to understand whether they had only reached avoiding (step four of the

dissolution staircase), or actually reached termination (step five of the dissolution
staircase).

Giselle and Robert’s

(Enchanted, 2007) relationship termination was also

complicated in that they were not in an actual recognized romantic relationship at
the time of termination since they were both involved in romantic relationships

with other people. Yet it was evident that they had romantic feelings for each
other. These feelings were illustrated by the fact that they had nearly kissed each

other in Robert’s apartment, the night before Giselle left Robert to be with
Edward, the man to whom she was engaged.

The most dramatic examples of impulsive termination were found in

Runaway Bride (1999) and The Proposal (2009).

In both movies, the female

protagonists left their partners at the altar. Indeed, these films exemplified a

sudden and unexpected move to the last step of the dissolution staircase, without
moving through any prior steps. Maggie and Ike

(Runaway Bride,

1999) were in

an actual romantic relationship when she left him at the altar. Conversely,
Margaret and Andrew

(The Proposal, 2009) were not in a genuine romantic
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relationship, as Margaret was only marrying Andrew to avoid deportation;
nonetheless, she still left him at the altar.

Overall, all of the couples in the films, with the exception of Toula and Ian

(My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002), reached the final step of the dissolution
staircase (termination), although the means of reaching that step greatly varied.

The couples diverged from the model of interaction stages in relationships

(Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991) by skipping steps, or terminating the relationship
suddenly.
Reentering the Relationship. The final commonality among the films’

narrative structures was that all of the couples that terminated their romantic
relationship eventually reentered the relationship. This occurred after a period of

separation (whether it was a few hours, days, or months) where they resolved
their problems individually, before reuniting, apologizing and discussing their
problems as a couple. Additionally, all the couples reentered their romantic

relationship at step three of the development staircase (intensifying), rather than
beginning from step one (initiation). For example, in

What Women Want (2000),

Nick approached Darcy to ask for forgiveness, and once she granted it, the film
ended with them sharing a long kiss, exemplifying that they began their romantic

relationship anew at step three of the development staircase (intensifying).
Similarly, in

The Proposal (2009), the film ended with Andrew asking Margaret to

marry him, followed by them kissing, signifying their rekindled relationship.
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While the films explicitly portrayed the protagonists renewing their

relationships at step three, some also indicated that the couples had progressed

further along the development staircase by the films’ ends. That is, when the film
concluded, the protagonists had progressed to the point in their relationship

where they were either living their lives as an established couple, engaged to be

married, or married. For instance, in

America's Sweethearts (2001),

Kiki and

Eddie kissed after deciding to be in a romantic relationship. In the scene

immediately following their kiss, ostensibly later that day or the next morning,

they were last shown packing clothes to return home together. This signaled they

were now ready to live their lives as a united couple (integrating, step four of the
development staircase).
Similarly, after Paula and Tripp

(Failure to Launch, 2006) discussed their

problems, Paula asked Tripp, “Do you want to spend the rest of your life having
fun, or do you want to spend it with me?’’ Tripp responded by kissing Paula,
suggesting that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her (integrating, step

four of the development staircase). The film ended with Tripp and Paula sailing

together, showing that they were indeed a couple. Clearly, these films both
revealed that not only did the couples rekindle their relationship beginning at step

three of the development staircase (intensifying), but that they also progressed

further in their relationship development.
Additionally, other films in this analysis alluded to further progression in

relationship development by the end of the film. For example, in
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Something's

Gotta Give (2003), Harry and Erica were portrayed rekindling their romance in
Paris, illustrating that they reentered their relationship at step three of the

development staircase (intensifying). Moreover, the film ended with Harry, Erica,
and Erica’s family having a family dinner in a restaurant, thus showing that Harry
and Erica had made a lasting commitment (bonding, step five of the development
staircase). Comparably, Giselle and Robert

(Enchanted, 2007) were illustrated as

re-establishing their relationship with a kiss (intensifying, step three of the
development staircase). Following this, Giselle and Robert were shown laughing

and working at Giselle’s clothing store, and then finally dancing in Robert’s
apartment, with Robert’s daughter, Morgan (bonding, step five of the

development staircase). Although these films do not include either couple’s
wedding or bonding ceremony, they depict that they have both reached the fifth,
and final, step of the development staircase (bonding).
Still other films under investigation more explicitly portrayed the couples’

progression to bonding (step five) by the end of the film. In

Runaway Bride

(1999), Maggie approached Ike and asked him to be in a relationship again

(intensifying, step three of the development staircase), and the film ended with

their wedding (bonding, step five of the development staircase). Similarly, in

First Dates (2004),
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Harry and Lucy kissed and agreed to be together

(intensifying, step three of the development staircase), and the film ended with
Lucy watching the video of her marriage to Henry, followed by her greeting Henry

and their young daughter (bonding, step five of the development staircase).
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Although the wedding was not depicted in the film, in

Four Christmases (2008),

Kate and Brad decided to get married and have children together (integrating,

step four of the development staircase), and in a flash forward, were last shown
one year later, holding their newborn daughter in the hospital (bonding, step five

of the development staircase). In all of these examples, the films not only alluded
to couples reaching the end of the development staircase, but explicitly portrayed
couples engaging in the fifth, and final, development step.

Narrative Structure and the Model of Interaction Stages

Overall, the films’ narrative structures diverged in a multiplicity of ways
from Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction stages in relationships.
Although the films varied, they nevertheless had similar narrative elements as
well. To begin, the couples all rapidly moved through the development steps of

the model, often experiencing initiating (step one of the development staircase),

experimenting (step two of the development staircase), and intensifying (step

three of the development staircase) within a matter of days. In some cases, this
movement through the steps was driven by personal self-disclosure and other
verbal communication. Other times, rapid movement through the steps was

exemplified through escalated physical intimacy and other narrative events.

Regardless of how it was illustrated, it remains clear that the films’ narrative

structure, while following the model to some extent, did so quickly. Because the
model does not describe the amount of time that each step should take, it is
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practically impossible to determine if the narratives actually converged or
diverged from the model. Nonetheless, the protagonists’ rapid relationship

development does seem contrary to the possibility of couples getting to know one
another and fully experiencing all of the steps.

Additionally, many of the narratives portrayed couples starting as platonic
friends, learning more about each other, and then initiating a romantic

relationship, often with physical intimacy of some type. Further, several couples

did not begin with initiation because one or both protagonists were in
relationships with other people. This narrative structure does diverge from the
model of interaction stages (Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991), in that the couples

engaged in experimental communication, personal self-disclosure, and increased
intimacy before they began a romantic relationship (initiating, step one of the

development staircase). Moreover, the model of interaction stages in
relationships does not account for variances or nuances in the sequence of

steps, such as friends or acquaintances eventually beginning a romantic
relationship, as evidenced in many of the films.
Finally, all of the narratives, with the exception of

Wedding (2002),

My Big Fat Greek

included termination of the romantic relationship (the fifth, and

final, step of the dissolution staircase). The process of dissolution was where the
narratives diverged from the model of interaction stages in relationships (Knapp
& Vangelisti, 1991) the most. Some of the films that included termination began

in the middle of the dissolution staircase with differentiating (step three), similar
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to the model. However, others began even more dramatically, with sudden
termination (step five of the dissolution staircase). As with the development
staircase, the assumption for the dissolution staircase is that couples should, and

do, experience each step sequentially. Not only did the narratives portray
dissolution as happening in a non-sequential manner, but couples also did not
experience each of the steps of the dissolution staircase.
The model of interaction stages in relationships (Knapp & Vangelisti,

1991) does not describe whether or not couples who terminate the relationship
eventually begin the relationship again; thus, it is indeterminate if the couples’

terminating and then reentering the relationships converged or diverged from the
model. Indeed, the entire process of terminating a romantic relationship, and then
reentering it, is completely ignored in the model. Further complicating matters,
the model of interaction stages does assume that couples should progress

through the steps sequentially, and so reentering the relationship at step three of
the development staircase (intensifying) is completely unaccounted for in the

model. Nonetheless, all of the narratives that included termination also included
reinstatement of the romantic relationship, always from the third step of the

development staircase (intensifying), rather than beginning again from the first
step of the development staircase (initiating). Moreover, all of the narratives
included, implicitly or explicitly, portrayals of the couple progressing further along
the development staircase, sometimes all the way to bonding (step five).
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While there were certainly some areas in which the narrative structure of
these films converged with the model of interaction stages in relationships

(Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991), more often than not the narratives diverged from the
model. Indeed, the narratives also often included elements not even described or
explained in the model of interaction stages. However, regardless of the
narratives’ divergence from the model, there were still some obvious similarities

among narratives which comprise the romantic comedy genre.
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CHAPTER FOUR
YOU COMPLETE ME: IDEOLOGIES ESPOUSED
IN ROMANTIC COMEDIES

As products of popular culture, films, including romantic comedies, contain

ideological messages. Indeed, Fiske (1987) argues that analyses can uncover
the dominant discourses embedded within the texts* dialogue, nonverbal

behavior, narrative structure, and production codes. Because they are
predominantly focused on romantic relationships, romantic comedies are rich

with ideological implications regarding romantic love and relationships. Hence, in
this chapter, I used semiotic discourse analysis to expose the ideological

messages regarding the topic of romance within the eleven texts under analysis.
Research question two asked how romantic relationships are ideologically
portrayed in romantic comedies. This semiotic discourse analysis demonstrates
that they are predominantly portrayed through the two protagonists and the

narrative outcomes. Specifically, five dominant discourses about romantic love
and relationships were evident. They are: (a) both partners involved in the
romantic relationship must possess similar demographics; (b) women should
choose family over a career; (c) men must be appropriately masculine; (d)

partners should rescue each other; and (e) there is one true love for everybody
which leads to couples living “happily ever after.”
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Who are You?: Protagonists’ Demographics
The couples in many of the films

2006;

(50 First Dates, 2004; Failure to Launch,

Four Christmases, 2008; The Proposal, 2009; Runaway Bride,

1999;

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003; What Women Want, 2000) shared similar
demographics (e.g., race, socioeconomic status, age). Although some couples

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001; Enchanted, 2007; Hitch,

2005;

My Big Fat Greek

Wedding, 2002) had some disparate characteristics, they were still mostly
similar. Women and men equally belonged to the middle- to upper-class, were
White, attractive, heterosexual, and of similar ages. Thus, the films presented a

unified idea of what relationships should look, and be, like.
Demographic Similarities among Partners

Contrary to the literature (e.g., Galician, 2004, 2007; Haferkamp, 1999;

Johnson & Holmes, 2009) that claimed that women were typically portrayed as
belonging to a lower socioeconomic class than men, I found that women and

men typically belonged to the same socioeconomic class. For instance, Nick and
Darcy

(What Woman Want,

2000) were both upper-class, and successful

professionals. They even had the same career working at the same advertising

agency. Nick was able to afford a spacious, well-furnished apartment with a door
person, which is one signifier of wealth. Darcy was able to buy a large house and
live independently, another marker of wealth. Both of their living situations

implied that Nick and Darcy were wealthy, and belonged to the same

socioecononrjic class.
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Similarly, Andrew and Margaret

(The Proposal, 2009) were also wealthy,

and worked at the same company. Interestingly, Margaret, who was obviously
wealthy given that she lived in the high-end Central Park West and wore

expensive clothing, was completely uninterested in Andrew when she believed
that he lived in what Margaret referred to as a “squalid little studio apartment with
stacks of yellowed Penguin Classics.” However, from the point that Margaret

realized that Andrew was an “Alaskan Kennedy,” they began developing a

friendship. Obviously, Andrew’s change in socioeconomic status was not the only
impetus for them becoming friends, and eventually, romantic partners; however,

it was clear that Margaret perceived that they were more compatible once she
discovered that they were from the same social class.

In

Four Christmases (2008),

Brad and Kate were also upper-middle-class,

evidenced by their gorgeous, well-furnished apartment, and the fact that they

were able to take yearly exotic vacations to places like Fiji, Bali, and Costa Rica.

Although Kate’s job was never mentioned, Brad’s father revealed that he was a
“high-powered lawyer.” Also upper-class and affluent were Erica and Harry

(Something's Gotta Give, 2003);

Erica had a large house in the Hamptons, and

was a famous and noteworthy playwright, while Harry lived in an upscale
apartment in Los Angeles, and was a record label mogul, who owned ten

companies.
Tripp and Paula

(Failure to Launch, 2006) were also both upper-middle-

class; Tripp worked as a boat broker, while Paula worked as a “professional
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girlfriend." Tripp drove an expensive, classic car (a 1973 Porsche), and
eventually moved out on his own, and Paula continually wore expensive-looking

clothing, and lived in a large, amply furnished house with a roommate. Although
Tripp and Paula had non-traditional jobs, they were demographically similar.
In

Hitch (2005),

Hitch and Sara were also both wealthy. They both had

lucrative careers, both lived alone in up-scale New York apartments, and were

both seen eating expensive food, such as lobster, from high-end restaurants.
Additionally, Sara was depicted drinking a martini made with Grey Goose vodka
- a drink, and brand, associated with wealth. Even though they led average

middle-class lives, both Toula’s and Ian's

(My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002)

families were wealthy, suggesting that they had been raised within the same

social status. Indeed, Toula’s family owed a large, two-story house, and

purchased another large house next door, giving it to their daughter and new
son-in-law as a wedding present. Ian’s family, as well, lived in a large house, and

belonged to a country club, another symbol of wealth.
Although other films

(50 First Dates, 2004; Runaway Bride,

1999)

portrayed couples who were middle-class, both protagonists belonged to the

same class. For instance, in

50 First Dates (2004), Lucy was unemployed and

living with her family, while her eventual mate, Henry, worked as an animal
caretaker at a local zoo. Ike and Maggie

(Runaway Bride,

1999), were also both

middle-class; Ike was a journalist, while Maggie ran her father’s small hardware
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business (the only one in town). Thus, even when couples belonged to the

middle-class, they were alike, demographically.
Protagonists not only belonged to the same socioeconomic class, but also

were often alike in regards to race/ethnicity. Indeed, both protagonists in ten of
the eleven films
2007;

(50 First Dates, 2004; America’s Sweethearts, 2001; Enchanted,

Failure to Launch, 2006; Four Christmases,

2008;

Wedding, 2002; The Proposal, 2009; Runaway Bride,

My Big Fat Greek

1999;

Something’s Gotta

Give, 2003; What Women Want, 2000) were White.
Protagonists were all, by contemporary Western standards, physically
attractive and in excellent physical condition, consistent with the literature
claiming that romantic couples in films are always attractive (e.g., Galician, 2004;

2007; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999). Although physical attractiveness is typically
vaguely defined, most scholars agree that physically attractive people are thin,

and in the case of men, muscular (see, e.g., Dye, 2009; Jhally, 2000; Singh &
Young, 1995; Wood, 2003). Physically attractive people, particularly women, are

also young, with unblemished, unwrinkled skin (see, e.g. Jhally, 2000; Wood,
2003). Physical attractiveness connotes the idea of flawlessness, and of

perfection (Jhally, 2000).
Even protagonists who started out as unattractive eventually became
attractive. For instance, although Toula

(My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002)

began the film dressing in frumpy, baggy clothing, she was unhappily single at
the time. She eventually began wearing makeup, styling her hair, and dressing in
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more flattering clothing. The film implied that her new look led to meeting Ian and

dating him.
Further, none of the protagonists were overweight, with the exception of
Kiki

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001) who was previously heavy. However, when

she was overweight, she was not romantically involved. Once she lost the
weight, gaining in physical attractiveness, she caught Eddie’s attention. Not only

did several characters mention her dramatic weight loss, but Kiki was also shown
at her previous weight in a flashback, during which Eddie drunkenly kissed her.
Hence, it was only under intoxication that she garnered physical affection. More
importantly, when the flashback ended, Kiki visited Eddie again, and he

apologized for acting inappropriately and previously kissing her. However, it was
not until Kiki was healthy and slender that she began a romantic relationship with
Eddie.

Couples were also exclusively cross-sex, a bias supported by literature on
heteronormativity in romantic films (e.g., Johnson, 2007; Johnson & Holmes,

2009; Martin & Kazyak, 2009). This obvious heteronormative bias in the eleven
films further signifies a privilege of cross-sex romantic relationships over same-

sex romantic relationships, prioritizing protagonists who are heterosexual, and
reifying heteronormativity.

All of the couples were of similar ages. Couples in ten of the of the eleven
films

(50 First Dates, 2004; America’s Sweethearts, 2001; Enchanted, 2007;

Failure to Launch,

2006;

Four Christmases, 2008; Hitch, 2005; My Big Fat Greek
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Wedding, 2002; The Proposal, 2009; Runaway Bride,

1999;

What Women Want,

2000) were also in their upper 20s to early 30s. Although ages were not
disclosed in any of these films, protagonists appeared to be relatively young, as

evidenced by their lack of wrinkles and other traditional markers of aging. Even
though Harry and Erica

(Something's Gotta Give, 2003) were both older than the

majority of couples in romantic comedies (Harry was 63, while Erica was in her

late fifties), they were from the same generation. Indeed, Harry’s romance with
the much younger Marin, and Erica’s romance with the much younger Julian,

were both terminated during the film.
Disparate Demographics
Akin to the literature (e.g., Galician, 2004, 2007; Haferkamp, 1999;
Johnson & Holmes, 2009), some of the films analyzed

2001;

(America's Sweethearts,

Enchanted, 2007) evinced a disparity in protagonists’ socioeconomic class;

however, they shared other similarities. For example, while Eddie

(America's

Sweethearts, 2001) was a famous movie star, Kiki was her movie star sister’s
personal assistant. Hence, Eddie and Kiki had different types of jobs, and

different income levels. However, they were both in the entertainment business,
so they might at least be able to relate and understand each others’ occupations,

although Eddie made abundantly more money. In

Enchanted (2007),

Robert was

a wealthy divorce attorney, who lived in a lavishly furnished, up-scale New York

apartment, while Giselle was unemployed, and had been magically sent from the

(fictitious) land of Andalasia, where she had been a commoner. By the end of the
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film, Giselle ran a high-end boutique clothing store, making her socioeconomic

status more compatible with Robert’s, although Robert, as a high-powered New
York lawyer, and the (male) breadwinner, likely still made more money than
Giselle.
Similarly, only one film

(Hitch,

2005) portrayed protagonists of different

races. While Sara was Latina/Hispanic, Hitch was African-American. One other

film

(My Big Fat Greek Wedding,

2002) included one Greek protagonist (Toula)

and one non-Greek protagonist (Ian), which provided the centra) conflict of the
film. However, lan converted to the Greek Orthodox faith in order to marry Toula

in the Greek Orthodox Church, thus signifying Ian’s acceptance of Greek culture.

Overall, that the majority of protagonists were upper-middle- to upperclass, White, attractive, heterosexual, and of similar ages shows an obvious bias

and privilege to people, and relationships, that possess those characteristics,
while stigmatizing people and relationships that do not. These depictions further
suggest that privileged people should only date similarly privileged people.

Values. Regardless of how demographically similar protagonists were,

their values were often divergent. For instance, in

What Women Want (2000),

Darcy was a powerful, successful female, while Nick was a womanizer. However,

Darcy managed to change Nick to share her values and goals, and Nick
ultimately supported Darcy having a job title superior to his. Harry

Gotta Give,

(Something’s

2003) was also a womanizer, who became involved with Erica, a

strong, seemingly independent woman. Moreover, not only did Erica stop Harry
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from womanizing, but Harry also changed Erica, encouraging her to be less

neurotic and more open to new experiences. Henry

(50 First Dates, 2004),

another womanizer, also changed because of his relationship with Lucy.

Also evidencing change was Tripp

(Failure to Launch, 2006). Tripp was

happy living with his parents before meeting Paula; however, Paula was
independent from her parents. Eventually, through Paula’s encouragement, Tripp

moved out of his parent’s house and became more independent. Additionally,
Giselle

(Enchanted, 2007) believed in fairy tale love, while Robert considered

himself to be rational about love. However, by the end of the film, Robert had
evinced that he did believe in true love and happily ever after, when he admitted
that Giselle was his one true love. Likewise, Giselle demonstrated that she did

not believe as strongly in fairy tale romances when she refused to marry Prince

Edward, a man she previously thought was her one true love. In

Four

Christmases (2008), although Kate and Brad initially appeared to have similar
goals and values, Kate eventually stated her desire to get married and have

children, something with which Brad did not agree. However, after a few short

hours apart, Brad completely changed his mind, and agreed to marry and have
children with her.

These examples all suggest that as long as people look good together,
other characteristics, such as values, can be easily changed. Although typically,
people’s values are very difficult to change, particularly quickly, many films

treated the protagonists’ deeply held beliefs as superficial. Interestingly, while
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physical attractiveness is generally thought of as something relatively easily
changed (through exercise, make up, cosmetic surgery, hair dye, etc.), values

and morals are thought of as more fixed and inflexible. However, many of the
films portrayed the opposite phenomena.

Someday My Prince Will Come: The Portrayal of
Women in Romantic Comedies
In the eleven texts under analysis, women were portrayed as having either

a career, or a husband and family, but rarely both. Although some literature (e.g.,
Galician, 2004) supports the idea that romantic films portray women as being
less successful than men, this was not the case in six of the eleven films

(Failure

to Launch, 2006; Four Christmases, 2008; Hitch, 2005; The Proposal, 2009;

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003; What Women Want, 2000).

Indeed, the female

protagonists in these aforementioned films were strong, well-paid

businesswoman, with careers equal to, or better than, the male protagonists.

For instance, Paula

(Failure to Launch, 2006) was paid by parents to date

their sons, and, while her salary was not disclosed, she was able to afford to live

in a large house with only one roommate, and wear expensive clothing. Although

Kate’s

(Four Christmases, 2008) job title and salary were also not disclosed, she

(along with her live in boyfriend, Brad) was able to take expensive, exotic
vacations every year (during which she was able to participate in activities such

as scuba diving), as well as live in a large, elegantly furnished home with a

beautiful view of San Francisco. Sara

(Hitch, 2005) also lived in a large,
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expensively furnished apartment, with a sweeping view of New York City.

Furthermore, she lived alone, which meant that although her salary was not
disclosed, it was enough to afford an extravagant apartment in the big city

without having to share the financial burden with a roommate. Further, Sara was

deemed a talented gossip columnist; her boss admitted that she was good at her

job, and she evidenced commitment to her work by spending some of her
vacation time breaking a scandalous story, as well as returning to work early to

report the story.
Erica

(Something's Gotta Give, 2003) was a famous playwright with many

professional achievements; her sister, Zoe, compared her to “the most

successful female playwright since... Lillian Hellman,” a well recognized female
playwright of the mid-twentieth century. Additionally, Erica was able to afford an
opulent beach house in the Hamptons (as well as another house where she
normally lived). Further, Erica was able to live alone, and supported herself with

her writing, something that is often difficult for playwrights to do, unless they are
extremely successful.
In the previous examples, the female protagonists had careers
comparably lucrative to the male protagonists’. However, two of the films

Proposal, 2009; What Women Want,

(The

2000) portrayed female protagonists who

had higher status careers than their male counterparts. For instance, Margaret

(The Proposal) was the editor of a large, (fictitious) New York publishing
company. She was able to afford to live in the affluent Central Park West
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neighborhood, regularly flew first class, and wore designer clothing and

accessories. Andrew, the male protagonist, worked as Margaret’s personal
assistant. Thus, Margaret’s position in the company held more power than

Andrew’s.
Likewise, in

What Women Want (2000),

Darcy was Nick’s superior at

Sloane Curtis, a Chicago advertising agency. Before joining Sloane Curtis (where

she was hired for the position to which Nick hoped to be promoted), Darcy
enjoyed considerable recognition at her previous company. Indeed, Nick noted

that she had won a Cleo Award (a prestigious advertising award), and Dan (the

CEO of Sloane Curtis) announced that Darcy’s “extraordinary reputation as a
leader in the field precedes her,” and that she “led a creative team that snagged

500 million dollars in new business wins. And that was just last year alone."
Clearly, Darcy had been incredibly successful in her previous job, and was able

to afford a lavish Chicago apartment on her own.
However, as occupationally and financially successful as they were, these

women were also depicted as cold-blooded monsters, guarded and suspicious of
men, or sad and lonely. Moreover, other characters in the films continually felt

threatened by these women; as Erica’s sister, Zoe

(Something’s Gotta Give,

2003) asserted, “men, especially older men, are threatened and deathly afraid of
productive and interesting women. It's just so clear.” Thus, in an attempt to
disempower these prosperous women, other male characters continually
sexualized or infantilized them through dialogue and nonverbal behavior. Female
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protagonists were also pressured by coworkers, superiors, and friends, to stop
working so hard and begin romantic relationships, in an assumed effort to push

women towards families and children rather than career achievements. Further,
women often

wanted both, sometimes expressing their dissatisfaction with only

professional (and not romantic relationship) satisfaction. They ultimately realized
how empty their lives were without (male) partners. This led some of the female

protagonists to reprioritize their new found relationships over their flourishing and

often lucrative careers. Ideologically, this suggests that women are supposed to
not only want both a family and a career, but they should also value their families
(or potential families) over their careers.

Successful Women are Monsters, Guarded, or Lonely
Career-minded women in the romantic comedies under study were first
and foremost portrayed as monsters. For instance, after Margaret

(The Proposal,

2009) coldly fired Bob, he screamed, “You poisonous bitch! You can't fire me!
You don't think I see what you're doing here? Sandbagging me on this

Oprah

thing so that you can look good to the board? Because you are threatened by
me! And you are a monster.” In truth, Bob had failed to complete a task assigned

to him, yet Margaret was portrayed as an insensitive and heartless person
because she fired Bob, even though she had the grounds to do so.
Even Andrew, Margaret’s assistant (and eventual romantic partner)

referred to Margaret as “the witch on her broom,” and joked that she was allergic

to “pine nuts. And the full spectrum of human emotion.” Andrew also laughingly
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told Margaret that it would be easy to trick his family into believing they were
engaged, because he could “pretend to be the doting fiance. That's easy. But for

you, it's gonna require that you stop snacking on children while they dream.”

Margaret contributed to her own portrayal as a cold, heartless person when she
treated others harshly and continually insulted Andrew. In fact, she referred to
him as “pathetic,” and told him that she “wasn’t that impressed” with his
manuscript. Thus, Margaret was depicted as

choosing to be disliked and

unpopular. Thus, rather than valorize Margaret for her professional success,

audiences (and other characters in the film) were encouraged to disapprove of
her choices.

Darcy

(What Women Want, 2000), another businesswoman, was also

demonized. Her reputation preceded her. This was evident when Nick, the male
protagonist, revealed, “I never met the woman, but I hear she's a real man-eater.”
He then added, “I hear she is a bitch on wheels.” Nick knew nothing about Darcy
personally, but had assumedly heard derogatory remarks about Darcy from

others. Shortly after meeting Darcy at a staff meeting, Nick proclaimed to his

friend that she was a “nightmare. Read my lips, night-mare.” While it was unclear
what specifically made Darcy a monster, characters spoke about her as a
horrible person - before she even appeared on-screen.
Furthermore, Darcy herself did not

act like a monster, and while she was

never shown disrespecting anyone, she was talked about negatively and put

down by the men in her office. For instance, although Darcy was Nick’s superior,
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Dan (the advertising agency CEO) continually asked Nick for his opinion about
advertisements (when Darcy and Nick were in the same room), while ignoring
Darcy’s opinions. Dan also showed personal favoritism to Nick; for instance, as
he left Darcy’s office, Dan asked “Hey, wanna come by later, I got a box of new

Cubans, just came in?” When both Nick and Darcy answered in the affirmative,

Dan and Nick both stopped and stared at Darcy - she clearly was not included in
the invitation. Dan even incredulously asked Darcy “You smoke cigars?” to which

Darcy hastily replied she did not. Darcy was excluded from a collegial activity,
assumedly because she was a woman, and thus, should not smoke cigars (an
assumption that Darcy confirmed). Darcy even recognized the way that people

viewed her, evidenced by her wry admission to Nick that he probably thought of
her as the “Man eating bitch Darth Vader of the ad world.” This verbal

acknowledgement was followed by Darcy’s thought, “but that’s not who I am at
all.” She only defended herself in her thoughts, and was, throughout the movie,
powerless to verbally articulate that people had a false impression of her.

Although not explicitly referring to Erica

(Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) as

a monster, Harry did tell her she was “Very strong, very... macho,” adding, “if I
ever catch a guy in his underwear in my refrigerator I hope I’m half the man you
were.” Erica may not have been a monster, but her desire to protect herself from

an assumed intruder characterized her as masculine. Harry’s tone also implied
that her having masculine qualities was not desirable. Thus, some of the

businesswomen in the films were derided for being aggressive, demanding, and
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successful - qualities that are typically rewarded in men. Hence, a double
standard is evident when it comes to women and men’s occupational success.

Although not all of the career-minded women were characterized as

monsters, some were depicted as guarded and distrustful of men. For instance,

Harry

(Something's Gotta Give, 2003) referred to Erica as “flinty and...

impervious,” and “formidable,” adding, “I do think that you use your strength to

separate yourself from everyone.” Erica herself admitted that Harry must think
she was “inhuman,” “cold,” and “distant.” Likewise, Sara’s boss, Max

(Hitch,

2005) referred to Sara as a “true cynic,” and cautioned her that she was a “sick,
workaholic lunatic,” and that “people who are guarded are afraid... that you can

see right through them. That’s why they hide behind layers of secrecy or humor.”
This conversation was spurred by the fact that Sara had recently taken a

vacation alone, and had returned to work early. Sara’s coworker, Geoff, referred
to her as “bitter" because she enjoyed her job, and also suggested that Sara
engulfed herself in work because she was dissatisfied with her personal life.
Other professionally accomplished woman in the films under

investigation were assumed to be lonely, or missing out on something, because

they were not in romantic relationships. As Bob

(The Proposal, 2009) yelled at

Margaret after she had fired him, “just because you have no semblance of a life
outside of this office, you think that you can treat all of us like your own personal

slaves. You know what? I feel sorry for you. Because you know what you're

124

gonna have on your deathbed? Nothing and no one.” Because Margaret was so

focused on her career, she was, and would ultimately be, miserable.

Similarly, in

Failure to Launch (2006), Kit, Paula’s best friend, also hinted

that Paula was lonely because she was not in a romantic relationship, scoffing

“What makes you think she has a real life?” in response to a question about how
Paula managed her job and relationships. Erica

(Something’s Gotta Give, 2003),

also aptly expressed her loneliness, explaining, “well, the phone doesn't ring as
much at night and the ’alone’ thing happens at night and sleeping by myself took
some getting used to.” Erica admitted that she was lonely (although she did have

a grown daughter and a profitable career).
Overall, women were demonized or criticized for being professionally
successful, through being characterized as heartless, cynical, or lonely. Other

characters (typically males) reproached women for their occupational

requirements or accolades (e.g., firing a subordinate, winning awards, etc.),
being good at their jobs, and acting independently of others, despite advice to the

contrary. Women, in these films, were essentially punished for being careeroriented, through a lack of respect, caring, and support. Clearly, the message
illustrated is that if women are focused on their careers, they cannot, or do not
want to, simultaneously manage romantic relationships.
Disempowering Successful Women. In order to mitigate against

successful women, they were disempowered through sexualization or

infantilization. For example, Darcy

(What Women Want, 2000) was first
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introduced to audiences through Nick’s point of view. As Darcy entered the
boardroom for her first staff meeting, Nick was leaning over to pick up a fallen

pencil, and so the first thing he saw (and the audience saw) was her legs,
walking towards him. As Darcy approached, the camera narrowed in on her legs,

and then slowly panned up her body as Nick returned to a seated position.
Moreover, during the meeting, Darcy leaned over in front of Nick, and the camera

followed his gaze down the front of her shirt - twice. Through Nick’s, and the
camera’s, gaze, Darcy was sexualized and objectified. Essentially she was seen

merely as a great pair of legs and cleavage, rather than a talented, intelligent and
capable woman.
Margaret

(The Proposal, 2009) was also objectified through image

choices and the male gaze. When she first arrived at Andrew’s hometown,

Margaret needed to climb down a ladder in order to reach Andrew’s boat.
Andrew stood at the bottom of the ladder and ogled Margaret as she struggled to
climb in her tight pencil skirt and stiletto heels. Hence, Margaret was also

objectified by the camera, as well as the characters within the film.
Not only were Darcy

(What Women Want, 2000) and Margaret (The

Proposal, 2009) sexualized through the camera’s gaze, they were also objectified
through their dress and appearance, as were women in other films

(Failure to

Launch, 2006; Hitch, 2005; The Proposal, 2009). While Darcy regularly wore a
pantsuit, Paula

(Failure to Launch,

2006), Sara

(Hitch,

2005), and Margaret

(The

Proposal, 2009) all typically wore tight pencil skirts, clingy blouses, and stiletto
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heels. Their clothing, then, worked to draw more attention to their form, rather
than their actions. Thus, these professional, career-minded women were reduced

to mere objects to be looked at, rendering them “safe" and passive objects, and
reassuring the other characters, and the audience, that while the women may be
powerful and affluent, they were still appropriately feminine and sexy.

Strong women were also disempowered through dialogue and behavior
that made them appear weak, young, or helpless. For instance, Nick

Women Want,

(What

2000), because he was able to hear women’s thoughts,

sabotaged Darcy by hearing her ideas and then passing them off at his own.

Oftentimes, Darcy was in the room when this happened, yet she refrained from

defending herself. Darcy articulated her lack of confidence to Nick, explaining,
“Guess I wasn't sure 1 could do the job. I mean, I thought 1 could do it but I'm
finding Sloane Curtis a much tougher place to navigate than I thought. I'm sorry.”

Although she was ostensibly very capable in her previous job, and selected over

Nick for the job, Darcy was continually depicted as failing to assert herself, which
ultimately caused her to lose her job. Margaret

(The Proposal,

2009), also

showed her vulnerability, when she admitted to Andrew, “I went to the bathroom

and cried after Bob called me a poisonous bitch.” Crying, in public at least, is
typically seen as a sign of weakness, and something that should be done in

private. Furthermore, as a signal of emotion, crying is associated with women,

and their inability to control their emotions and act rationally. Thus, Margaret
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reinforced that despite her managerial status, she was still weak and cried like a

child.

In concert with being weak, women were portrayed as being like young

girls. For instance, during Darcy’s

(What Women Want, 2000) first board

meeting, she thought to herself, “Oh, 1 can't believe I have butterflies in my
stomach. Feels like the first day of school,” thus comparing her first meeting in
her new job to the first day in school as a young girl. Other characters more

explicitly referred to Darcy as young; her boss claimed that “the

girl didn't open

her mouth,” (emphasis mine), and later referred to her as “adorable,” an adjective
usually reserved for young, cute, children or animals, rather than grown women.

Erica

(Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) referred to herself as a girl. After

Harry terminated their romantic relationship, Erica began crying, before stomping
her feet and saying, “I’m like the dumb girl who doesn't get it. I’ve never been the

dumb girl before. It ain’t so great.” Not only does Erica refer to herself as a girl,

she also referred to herself as a

dumb girl, and accompanied this with crying and

stomping her feet, as if she was a child having a temper tantrum over something

that she wanted but could not have. Thus, even though Erica was an intelligent,

professional woman, in that instance, she portrayed herself as a weak girl.
Thus, through these examples, it is clear that of the films featuring
women with thriving careers

2009;

(Failure to Launch, 2006; Hitch, 2005; The Proposal,

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003; What Women Want, 2000), most of them,

with the exception of Four Christmases (2008), devalued the women’s success.
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This disempowerment occurred through visual and verbal depictions of women
as nothing more than sexual objects to be looked at, or as powerless young girls.

Men and women took part in this process. However, regardless of how it was

accomplished, women who excelled at their professions were viewed as a threat
that must be tamed or made safe.

Valuing Family over Career
Women were also impelled to define their success through personal

attributes, such as marriage or children, rather than professional attributes, such

as public recognition and high-status careers. This came from family members,
coworkers, and superiors. Indeed, even before Toula

(My Big Fat Greek

Wedding, 2002) had a job, she was urged by her father to get married and

have

children. This pressure was exemplified by the first line of dialogue in the film:

Toula’s father stated, “You better get married soon. You’re starting to look... old,”

followed by Toula's rueful admission, “My dad’s been saying that to me since I
was 15. ‘Cause nice Greek girls are supposed to do three things in life: Marry

Greek boys, make Greek babies, and feed everyone until the day we die."
Toula’s relationship with her father throughout the film centered on his desire for
her to marry a Greek man and begin her own family. He was even resistant to

allow Toula to go to college (saying that she’s “smart enough for a girl”), likely
because he believed that going to college would prevent Toula from finding a
suitable husband.
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Kate’s

(Four Christmases, 2008) family members also encouraged her to

marry her live in boyfriend, Brad, and have children. Kate’s sister, Courtney,
mockingly told Kate, “Oh I forgot you're too cool for kids. It cramps your
independence.” Although Courtney did not explicitly tell Kate that she should

have children, her sarcastic, mocking tone signified that Courtney did not

approve of Kate’s childless status. Kate’s father also underscored the importance
of family; the final words of his prayer before dinner were “nothing is more
important than family.” Although in both of these examples, neither family

member told Kate she should have children, they both implied that family was

more important and fulfilling than having a career.
Darcy

(What Woman Want,

2000) also dealt with the pressure of

prioritizing family over career. During their first date, she shared with Nick that

her ex-husband was jealous of her professional attainments, and that although
they were happy at first, “then it changed, became competitive." Darcy continued,

“Suddenly, the better I did, the worse we did. The price I pay for being me. I know

that now.” In this example, Darcy’s ex-husband forced her to make a choice
between a flourishing career and a satisfying marriage, a choice that Darcy may

have regretted making, and assumedly felt was one she would always have to
make.

Sara

(Hitch, 2005) also felt pressured to decide between a career and

family, but rather than come from family members, this pressure came from her
coworker, Geoff, and boss, Max. Upon returning to work from a vacation, she
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explained to Geoff how much she had enjoyed spending time alone, and he
disdainfully commented that she “apparently never left the office" adding, “you

should've taken someone with you,” and “this is where a boyfriend comes in
handy.” In the span of a few short minutes, Geoff mocked Sara for not taking a

man with her on vacation, but more importantly, not

wanting to take a man with

her; the implication was that Sara should have focused less on her job, and more

on a relationship. A few moments later, Sara commented that “relationships are

for people waiting for something better to come along,” to which Max, her boss,
responded, "spoken like a true cynic.” Thus, even Sara’s boss believed that she
was simply bitter and cynical, and needed to prioritize a romantic relationship

despite her breaking a story during her vacation.
Sarah’s need to prioritize a romantic relationship was further exemplified
through the following exchange between Sara, Max, and Geoff:
Max: You are a realist masquerading as a cynic who is secretly an

optimist. What are you doing here? What is she doing here?
Geoff: She works here, remember?

Max: No, she doesn't. Not for another four days.
Sara: This couldn't wait.
Max: It could.

Geoff: What are you doing? Go back to the beach.
Max: I don't want you here.

Sara: No, really, you do.
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Max: You are becoming a sick, workaholic lunatic, and this is exactly the

kind of nervous, overwrought behavior that leads to...

Although Sara, a gossip columnist, did an exemplary job of obtaining exclusive

pictures of a celebrity scandal while on vacation, Geoff and Max, rather than
thanking Sara, derided her for being good at her job. Indeed, Max stated to Sara,
“You know, kiddo, there is more to life than watching other people live it,” adding

that “1 think it's great that you're so good at your job. I'm just a little worried as to
why,” implying that she was sacrificing important parts of her life (having a

romantic relationship) in order to be good at her job, and that she should live her

life (engage in a romantic relationship) rather than waste her energy on her
career (despite the fact that Sara significantly contributed to the company’s
profit).

Clearly, women were, overall, pressured by both family and coworkers to
stop focusing on their jobs, and instead focus on getting married and having
children. The implication, in all of these cases, was that it was a woman’s “job” to

marry and have children, so there was no point in wasting time on their (lucrative)

careers. Moreover, both family and coworkers expressed concern that women
were remiss in their lives by not being in a romantic relationship, ignoring the fact

that they may miss out on occupational recognition, personal gratification, self
reliance, and a steady income.
Realizing the Emptiness of an Unfulfillinq Career. Kate

(Four

Christmases, 2008) was the most palpable example of a woman realizing the
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emptiness of her career, and her desire to start a family. At the beginning of the
film, Kate expressed her desire to not get married or have children, illustrated by
her statement that she and Brad do not want to get married because “we don't

want our relationship to turn into work. We just wanna be together 'cause we
enjoy it. Not because we have to, you know?" She then clearly stated her desire

to not have children. However, as the film progressed, Kate gradually began to

realize that her life, and career, was meaningless without being married to Brad
and having children. Her volte face was depicted as she first held her brother-inlaw’s baby, successfully making the baby stop crying, which caused Kate to

happily exclaim, “She stopped crying. I did it! That's awesome,” and later told
Brad, “I did get it to stop crying there for a second. I think it kind of liked me.”

Although Kate had not completely decided she wanted children, perhaps
evidenced by her reference to the baby as “it,” she later participated in a

Christmas pageant with Brad, where she played Mary to Brad’s Joseph. When
she was given a baby to hold, she immediately began cooing to him, and told
Brad, “This is a good baby. Look at this baby. Baby, baby Jesus is really kind of

cute.” At this point, Kate started to realize that her preconceived notions about

children may have been wrong, and that she may want to have a child after all.
Finally, towards the end of the film, Brad and Kate began to argue, and
Kate explained to Brad that she had changed her mind about having children,

stating:

Brad, I realized it today. I thought for sure, I'd always known that I didn't
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want to have kids and i took this [pregnancy] test, I'm waiting to see if it's
positive or negative and 1 thought, for just a second. I felt... different.

You know? I felt hopeful. Like maybe it would just happen and we'd be

forced to get over all of our fears. We have spent so much of our
relationship creating all these boundaries you know, and making sure

that we don't limit ourselves with responsibility... and obligation, and I

don't wanna live like that anymore. Because that's not loving at all.
The end of Kate's explanation clearly illustrated her changed beliefs, explicitly
stating that she and Brad cannot truly be in love without getting married and
having children. She further added, “I’m tired of being one foot in. I want us to be
open to love each other, however it's going to be, and if one day that means we
get married or if we have kids one day I feel like that's okay. I wanna be in a

relationship that goes where it needs to go.” Thus, although Kate began the film
by explicitly stating that she did not want to get married or have children, she

realized by the end of the film, which occurred in one day, that her life and

relationship were both meaningless without at least the possibility of marriage
and children.
Paula

(Failure to Launch, 2006) also realized that her life had been

meaningless without a romantic relationship. After being in a contrived

relationship with Tripp, and after Tripp terminated the relationship because of her
dishonesty, Paula recognized that not only was she in love with Tripp, but also

that her life to that point had been empty, because she had not been in a
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relationship. Paula’s feelings were expressed through the following conversation:
Paula: Of course I have real feelings.

Tripp: For what?
Paula: For you! And believe me, 1 did not want that, because 1 had a good

life before you. Well, not good, but it was okay. Well it... it was empty

actually, but at least I was blissfully unaware of how miserable I was.

Whereas now... because of... you... 1 am acutely aware of how
completely and totally unhappy I am.
Despite her professional accomplishments and friendships, Paula still realized

that her life was completely meaningless before she fell in love with Tripp.

Toula

(My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002) also acknowledged, in

retrospect, the emptiness of her life before she met Ian. Several years after their
wedding, she stated that, “sometimes, I’m afraid that it didn’t happen. I’m scared

that I’ll wake up and still be buttering garlic, waiting for my life to start.” Both

Paula and Toula, thus, expressed the belief that one’s life does not really begin,

or take on meaning, until/unless one is in a romantic relationship.
In all of these examples, women expressed the belief that regardless of
professional, or personal, happiness, the only thing that ultimately mattered was

their relational status. This ideologically implies that women’s accomplishments
should be defined by who they are dating - it does not matter how talented,
intelligent, or successful women are, unless they are in a relationship that is more
important to them than any of their accomplishments. Indeed, these women

135

deemphasized every other part of their lives and instead focused on the

importance of their partner, much as some of their friends and family had
encouraged them to do.
Choosing a Relationship over a Career. Indeed, some of the women

eventually chose to compromise, or abandon, their careers in order to prioritize
family. For instance, Kate and Brad

(Four Christmases, 2008) eventually decided

to marry and have a child at the end of the film. Although Brad’s father
specifically referred to Brad as a “hot shot lawyer,” Kate’s profession was never

evident. However, it was implied that she had a lucrative career, illustrated
through the tailored, high quality clothes that she wore, the upscale house in

which she and Brad lived, and the expensive vacations they were able to take.
Regardless, because Kate’s job was never disclosed, the implication was that

she would either quit her job, or reduce her responsibilities, in order to care for
their child. There was also no evidence that Brad’s work responsibilities would
change.
Lucy

(50 First Dates, 2004), too, chose to give up her job teaching art in

order to travel with Henry and fulfill his dream of studying the behaviors of
undersea Pacific walruses. Although Lucy did not have a high-powered career,

due to physical limitations, she did enjoy painting and teaching art, something
that gave her independence and an identity, and also something that she chose

to sacrifice in order to have a marriage and child. Paula

(Failure to Launch,

2006)

gave up her career as a “professional girlfriend” to be in a relationship with Tripp.
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Indeed, she chose to leave an ethically questionable, yet lucrative, career

because she realized that Tripp was more important to her than her financial
independence.

Although one would expect that Darcy

(What Women Want, 2000) would

be unwilling to sacrifice her career for her love interest, as evidenced by her exhusband divorcing her when she enjoyed more professional achievements than
him, she appeared willing to sacrifice her gainful employment in order to be in a

relationship with Nick. For instance, although Nick (because he could hear
Darcy’s thoughts without her knowledge) continually stole her ideas and
presented them as his own, Darcy never confronted him, or asserted herself.

Furthermore, when Nick and Darcy were about to pitch a potentially profitable ad

campaign to Nike, Darcy encouraged Nick to give the presentation, claiming,
"No, no, no, this is your baby. You've got to do it.” This is especially significant

when considering that this was Darcy’s dream campaign, something that, if
successful, would cement her place in the company and give her job security.

Regardless, she allowed Nick to take her moment in the spotlight, ultimately
choosing her assumed attraction to Nick (they had already begun dating) over
her professional accomplishments. Apparently, Darcy had “learned her lesson”

with her ex-husband, and was unwilling to make that mistake again and
jeopardize her new relationship with Nick.

Overall, successful women in these films were portrayed in highly
contradictory and problematic ways. Women who enjoyed professional
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achievement were either ridiculed for being “man-eaters,” cynics, or lonely, with

the implication that a woman without a man is missing something from her life.
Professionally focused women were also visually and verbally disempowered

through objectification, sexualization, or infantilization. Essentially, these

portrayals of career-minded women insinuate that there is no middle ground for

women - either they are (sexy) “bitches on wheels,” or they are little girls.
Women in these films were also encouraged by family members,
coworkers, and employers to be less prolific in their professional lives, and more

successful in their romantic lives; in some cases, women listened to this advice

and recognized the emptiness of their life without a romantic relationship. In still

other cases, women chose to prioritize relationships over their career, ultimately
being “rewarded” for this behavior with a happy, full, and complete life. Important

to note is that although women felt their lives were incomplete without a man,

they did

not feel like their lives were incomplete without a career.

Hence, women

in these films were continually encouraged to be less professionally driven.
Instead, they were encouraged to reprioritize their goals and to “settle down” with
someone. More insidious, and less noticeable, is the ideological counterpart that

being professionally driven was undesirable, and that women should strive to be
better at relationships and worse at their jobs.
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You Make Me Want to Be a Better Man: The Portrayal of
Men in Romantic Comedies

Like the women, men in the romantic comedies under investigation also
faced pressures to act in certain acceptable ways. Specifically, men were told by

other characters that they needed to uphold stereotypical masculine traits, which
included avoiding showing weakness or emotion, and acting as the provider. This
characterization aligns with literature about masculinity (e.g., Beggan & Allison
2001; Jeffords, 1994; Messner, Dunbar, & Hunt 2000; Newsinger, 1993; Williams

1994). Men not conforming to this ideal were ridiculed or laughed at by other

characters in the films, as well as by the audience. However, at the same time,
men were also told by other characters to not be

too masculine, which included

treating women disrespectfully. Conversely, when women “deserved it,” men

were valorized for treating women poorly; for instance, Andrew

(The Proposal,

2009) was seen as simply asserting himself when he told Margaret that she had
no feelings, and referred to her as a witch.

Being Appropriately Masculine
Men in these films were, essentially, pressured to conform to hegemonic
masculinity. As defined by Connell (1985), hegemonically masculine men
exemplify stereotypical masculine traits (such as being strong, powerful, and the

breadwinner), but are simultaneously in touch with their “feminine side”; thus,

they feel comfortable participating in activities such as housework, childcare, and
grand romantic gestures. This pressure to conform to hegemonic masculinity
came not only from characters who verbally told men how to act, but also from
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narrative outcomes. That is, when men were appropriately masculine, they were

rewarded by “getting the girl,” and being in a romantic relationship. Further, much
like Galician (2004) suggests, men were also pressured to initiate romance.

Indeed, men who were not romantic were often chastised, while men who were

romantic were also rewarded with a happy, and mutually satisfying, romantic
relationship.

Pressure to be Masculine. The pressure on male characters to be

masculine typically stemmed from derision directed at them when they acted too
childishly, or too effeminately

Runaway Bride,

1999;

instance, the film

(Failure to Launch, 2006; Four Christmases, 2008;

The Proposal, 2009; Something’s Gotta Give, 2003). For

Failure to Launch (2006) centered on a grown man who still

lived with his parents and refused to move out on his own. In the beginning of the
film, Tripp spilled food on the carpet and threw his dirty laundry on the floor, and
his mother cleaned up after him and made him breakfast. These actions signaled
that Tripp was a child, and not man enough to take care of himself (or anyone

else, forthat matter). Paula pointed out his ineptitude, telling him, “Tripp, your

mother was still making you pancakes for breakfast. And it’s not like I waltzed
into your life unbidden, your parents called me. Your life was in an extended stall
pattern.” Thus, Paula criticized Tripp for not being able to live on his own and
allowing himself to be dependent on his parents’ care.

Brad

(Four Christmases, 2008) was also portrayed as childish; when he

and Kate visited his father’s house, his two bigger, older brothers almost
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immediately tackled him and pinned him to the floor, causing Kate to counsel
Brad, “But you're not that child anymore, okay? You're a grown, strong,
confident, successful man.” Kate encouraged Brad to stand up to his brothers

and act like a man. However, even when Brad attempted to do so, his brothers
continued to tackle him, reinforcing that Brad is too childish to fight off his more

masculine brothers. Further, the scenes in which Brad was tackled by his
brothers were presented in a humorous manner; audiences were meant to laugh

at Brad, further deriding him for not being masculine enough.
Men were laughed at and ridiculed not only for acting too childishly, but

also too effeminately. For instance, when ike’s

(Runaway Bride,

1999) car broke

down, he was unable to determine the problem, exclaiming “What? What? What

is this?" while looking under the car hood. Maggie then asked him what type of

gas he put in the car, to which Ike dryly replied, “I don’t know, the pump closest
to the car," thus illustrating that he did not know anything about cars or how they
work - something that “real” men “should" know. Further, Maggie easily

diagnosed the problem, and subsequently fixed the car, further emasculating Ike.
Maggie also ridiculed Ike when they went in search of tools, cutting through a

field; Maggie told Ike to be careful of snakes, and Ike replied, “I don't like
snakes," in a scared tone of voice. Maggie then derided Ike, answering

mockingly, “walk nice, they won't getcha.” Moreover, Ike then began to comically
hop across the grass, attempting to avoid snakes, and admitted, ‘Tm scaring

myself." Thus, although Ike appeared willing to reveal his vulnerability by
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admitting his ignorance about cars, and fear of snakes, Maggie responded by
laughing at him, encouraging the audience to also laugh at Ike’s display of

automotive ignorance and childish fears.
Harry

(Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) also was laughed at for showing

physical weakness; when he had a heart attack, the doctor asked if he had taken

Viagra, which would negatively interact with his treatment. Seeing his current
girlfriend, Marin, Erica, and Erica’s sister, Zoe, in the room, Harry adamantly

responded, “No. No Viagra,” conveying his refusal to admit that he was not “man
enough” to acquire an erection without medical assistance. Again, Harry’s

panicked response when he realized that his (false) refusal might endanger his

life, and his subsequent rush to pull out his nitroglycerin drip, was meant to evoke
laughter amongst the audience, who was invited to laugh at Harry’s inability to

"be a man.”
Also meant to evoke laughter was the entire scene in

The Proposal

(2009) when Margaret and Andrew told the (fictitious) story of their engagement.

The following exchange exemplified Andrew’s emasculation, and was presented

humorously:

Margaret: Andrew and I were about to celebrate our first anniversary
together. And I knew that he'd been itching to ask me to marry him. And
he was scared. Like a little tiny bird. So I started leaving him hints here

and there because I knew he wouldn't have the guts to ask, but...
Andrew (interrupting): That's not exactly how it happened.
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Margaret: No?
Andrew: No. No. I mean, I picked up on all her hints. This woman's
about as subtle as a gun. Yeah. What I was worried about was that she

might find this little box...
Margaret (interrupting): Oh! The decoupage box that he made where

he'd taken the time to cut out tiny, little pictures of himself. Yes. Just

pasted all over the box. So beautiful. So 1 opened that beautiful, little
decoupage and out fluttered these tiny, little hand-cut heart confettis.
And once they cleared, 1 looked down, and 1 saw the most beautiful,

big...
Andrew (interrupting): Fat nothing. No ring. But inside that box...

underneath all that crap, there was a little handwritten note with the

address to a hotel, date, and time. Real Humphrey Bogart-type stuff.
Masculine. Anyway, naturally, Margaret thought...

Margaret (interrupting): 1 thought he was seeing someone else. Yeah, it
was a terrible time for me, but I went to that hotel anyway. I went there

and I pounded on the door, but the door was already unlocked. And as 1
swung open that door, there he was...

Andrew: Standing.

Margaret: Kneeling.
Andrew: Like a man.

Margaret; On a bed of rose petals, in a tuxedo. Your son. Your son. And
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he was choking back soft, soft sobs. And when he held back the tears
and finally caught his breath, he said to me...

Andrew: "Margaret, will you marry me?" And she said, "Yep." The end.
Who's hungry?

In an attempt to get back at Andrew for prematurely telling his family about their

engagement, Margaret fabricated a proposal story that emasculated Andrew. In
response, Andrew attempted to maintain stereotypically appropriate masculinity.
Although, in the previous examples, men were not explicitly referred to

as too feminine, other male protagonists were laughed at for “acting like a
woman.” A particularly apt example of laughter aimed to deride men for being too
feminine was a scene in

What Women Want (2000), during which “man’s man”

Nick was shown testing a variety of products marketed towards women. While

“Bitch,” an arguably feminist song, popular at the time, played in the background,
Nick danced, waxed his legs, tried on pantyhose, and wore a bright turquoise

WonderBra. Indeed, this scene juxtaposed traditional gender norms, and
audiences were encouraged to laugh at Nick acting like a woman. The scene

concluded when Nick’s teenage daughter and her boyfriend walked in on him
with horrified expressions.
Subsequently, when Stella, Nick’s housekeeper, came to clean his

house the following morning, she grumbled, "Now I've got to clean up bras and

home pregnancy tests? The man doesn't pay me enough for the things I have to
do. Oh, Jesus, he's wearing pantyhose? Now he's a cross dresser?” evincing her
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discontent over Nick not maintaining his gender norm. Ironically, while Nick

demonstrated, and commented upon, the rigor that some women go through to

appeal to men, he was unable to be “man enough” to endure some of the

procedures himself; for instance, Nick let out a high-pitched (feminine) scream
when waxing his legs, and lost his balance when trying to put on pantyhose. Nick

was essentially more feminine (and thus, weak), than most women. Harry

(Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) even chastised himself for being too feminine,
remarking ruefully, “look who gets to be the girl” after he began crying over Erica.

Hence, men were scorned for crossing gender lines and not maintaining their
masculinity.

Pressure to Not be Stereotypically Masculine. Conversely, however,
some men (Hitch in

Hitch, 2005; Harry in Something’s Gotta Give, 2003; Nick in

What Women Want, 2000) were also pressured to not be too stereotypically
masculine. Specifically, they were told by other characters, and by narrative
outcomes, that they would never find a lasting relationship with a woman if they
continued being misogynists. For instance, in

What Women Want (2000), the

audience was first introduced to Nick, the male protagonist, through his ex-wife’s

voice; she explained, “A man's man is the kind of man who just doesn't get what
women are about. Nick, my ex-husband, is the ultimate man's man. I probably

never should have married him. I don't think he understood a thing about me.”

Thus, before the audience even saw Nick, it was established that he was a
womanizer. This was further represented throughout the film. Nick made sexist,
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insensitive jokes, took exception at a woman being hired over him, and
continually made outrageous demands of his female employees. However, after
he gained the ability to hear women’s thoughts, he began to be more sensitive

towards the women around him, and was thus transformed into a more caring

person and “rewarded” for such good behavior by dating Darcy. Indeed, the

entire film plot was based on Nick's reputation as a womanizer, and his
subsequent redemption and reward.

Harry

(Something's Gotta Give, 2003) was also depicted as a

womanizer who only dated younger women at least 30 years his junior; during

the opening credits, Harry’s voiceover proclaimed, “Ahhhh... The sweet,
uncomplicated satisfaction of The Younger Woman. That fleeting age when

everything just falls right into place [...] Some say I'm an expert on The Younger

Woman. Guess that’s 'cause I've been dating them for over forty years..." This
established Harry as someone who was not looking for a committed relationship,
but would rather “play the field.” Further, Erica referred to Harry as “old and

chauvinistic,” and complained that “he can’t commit.” Erica continually criticized

Harry for his behavior, pressuring him to not be such a man.
Hitch

(Hitch, 2005) was also encouraged to stop being a womanizer by

his brother-in-law, Ben, who enjoined:
You need to listen to me. I'm serious. Because when you get to a place

with a woman like that, it's so beyond anything physical that when I think
back to when I used to run around with you, and chase all these really
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gorgeous but shallow women... I don't know, it's kind of ridiculous and

vaguely pathetic.

This statement implied that Hitch should find a woman and begin a monogamous
relationship, rather than continue his womanizing ways. Again, as soon as Hitch

met Sara, he realized that she was an independent, intelligent, and beautiful

woman who was worthy of his respect. Hitch subsequently decided to stop

womanizing, and was rewarded by beginning a committed relationship with Sara,
thus reifying that his overly sexualized masculinity was inappropriate.

Clearly, men in these films faced pressure to behave in gender-specific
ways. They were mocked and laughed at for being childish, feminine, and/or

inept, and they were criticized for being too masculine. For men, unlike for
women, there was a middle ground, to which they were encouraged to conform.

Men were initially portrayed as either too masculine (hypermasculinity), a “man’s
man,” or too feminine, both of which were undesirable in order to have a lasting
committed romantic relationship with the female protagonists. However, once

men conformed to this middle ground, they were rewarded by being in romantic
relationships.

Pressure to Initiate Romance. Further, men in several films

Dates, 2004; Enchanted, 2007; Failure to Launch,
Bride,

2006;

(50 First

Hitch, 2005; Runaway

1999) were pressured to initiate romance in their relationships. In

Enchanted (2007),

Robert was pressured by Giselle to be more romantic, but in

all of the other cases, men were rewarded when they acted romantically, thus
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substantiating romance’s importance. The preeminent example of outside
pressure to be more romantic was found in the film

Enchanted (2007).

Robert

was a cynical divorce lawyer who did not believe in romance; his cynicism was

clearly illustrated by his brief conversation with his receptionist, Sam:

Robert: Those people got married on a crazy romantic whim. It's not like
that with Nancy and I.
Sam: Right None of that crazy romantic stuff for you, huh?

Robert: Oh, come on. I mean, we're rational. We understand each
other's strengths and weaknesses.

Robert quickly established that he did not believe in romance and fairly tales, and
claimed to be a realist. However, Giselle encouraged him to be more romantic,

and admonished Robert for not having proposed to his girlfriend of five years,

Nancy, claiming, “You know that you will live happily ever after.” Giselle clearly
believed in romance, and encouraged Robert to do so as well.

Further, Giselle then advised Robert, during an elaborate musical
number, that it was his job to prove to Nancy that he loved her. The song

featured lyrics such as, “Well, does he leave a little note to tell you/ You are on
his mind?/ Send you yellow flowers when the sky is gray?/ Hey, he'll find a new

way to show you/ A little bit every day/ That's how you know/ That's how you

know he's your love,” as well as, “Each day do something to lead her/ To believe
you love her,” and ‘Well, does he take you out dancing just so he can hold you
close?/ Dedicate a song with words meant just for you?/ Ooh he'll wear your

148

favorite color/ Just so he can match your eyes/ Plan a private picnic/ By the fire's

glow, oh.” Overall, the song’s message was that it was men’s job to prove their
love to women, and that this was accomplished through presumably romantic
gestures, such as wearing women’s favorite colors. Indeed, Giselle encouraged

Robert to “rush to her side and hold her in your arms and then pour your heart
out in a beautiful ballad. And then she'll know for sure.” Although hesitant to do

so, Robert was continually pressured by Giselle to be more romantic throughout
the movie.

When men acted romantically they were rewarded or valorized for the
behavior. For example, Giselle

(Enchanted, 2007) sent Robert’s girlfriend,

Nancy, flowers and live doves on his behalf, which prompted Nancy to

immediately call Robert and state, “Usually you send those e-mail cards with the
digital flowers. These are exquisite. Where do you find live doves in New York

City?,” adding, “It’s so romantic. So spontaneous!,” and “so unlike” Robert.
Further, Robert was rewarded for this romantic gesture, because it spurred

Nancy to forgive him after having caught Giselle lying on top of Robert earlier,
wearing nothing but a towel. Thus, Nancy’s forgiveness and trust signified that

not only should men be more romantic, but also that being romantic will give

them free rein to be caught in compromising situations. Clearly, trust can be
bought with a bouquet of flowers and some birds.

As a professional matchmaker, Hitch

(Hitch, 2005) regularly engaged in

romantic behavior and encouraged other men to do so as well. Indeed, he
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continually explained the importance of men initiating romance, stating, “No
matter what, no matter when, no matter who, any man has a chance to sweep

any woman off her feet. He just needs the right broom,” and told clients it was
“their job not to mess [the relationship] up.” Hitch believed that it was men’s job to
romance women, and get women to fall in love with them. Hitch often engaged in

romantic behavior himself; for example, after Hitch spent the night at her

apartment, Sara woke up alone, not because Hitch had gone home (a
stereotypically male behavior), but because he had left to bring her breakfast in

bed. Furthermore, Hitch brought Sara multiple types of coffee, and tea, because

he was not sure of what she preferred to drink in the morning. Interestingly, they

were close enough to sleep in the same apartment (although Hitch slept on the
couch), but not close enough to share morning beverage preferences.
Regardless, in this example, romance was men’s responsibility: women were not

required to make any such romantic gestures.

This attitude was also depicted in

50 First Dates (2004), where, because

of Lucy’s memory loss, Henry worked tirelessly to make Lucy fall in love with him
on a daily basis (although he was not always successful). Henry accomplished
this in a variety of ways, including bringing her flowers, singing her songs, and

making videos to explain her medical condition. Not only was Henry rewarded for

this behavior by winning over Lucy’s affection, and ultimately marrying her, but
also through Lucy’s friends’ approval. Regardless, it was completely Henry’s

responsibility to be romantic.

150

Also responsible for creating romance, Tripp

(Failure to Launch, 2006)

planned several romantic dates with Paula. During these dates, Tripp was in

charge of all of the preparation, including picking Paula up from her house,
cooking the food or choosing the restaurant, and obtaining the boats on which

they sailed. Paula was never responsible for doing or planning anything. She
merely waited for Tripp to pick her up for the date that he had organized.
Ike

(Runaway Bride,

1999) also expressed romantic sentiments,

particularly when he told Maggie that she was marrying the wrong man, and

claimed, “You want a man who will lead you down the beach with his hand over

your eyes just so you can discover the feel of the sand under your feet. You want
a man to wake you up at dawn because he's just bursting to talk to you and he
can’t wait another minute to find out what you'll say.” Presumably, Ike was that
man, and his statement exemplified that Maggie wanted a man who was willing

to engage in these romantic, thoughtful, selfless behaviors.

Ike further supported the importance of romance when he scoffed at
Maggie’s fiancd, Bob, and mockingly suggested that Bob proposed by having a
“scoreboard lit up with ‘Marry me, Maggie,’” something that Ike did not consider

romantic. Rather, Ike stated, “I think the most anybody can honestly say is,

‘Look...I guarantee there'll be tough times. I guarantee that at some point one or
both of us will want to get out of this thing. But I also guarantee that if I don't ask
you to be mine, I'll regret it for the rest of my life. Because I know in my heart -
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you're the only one for me’”, a statement that Maggie assumedly found romantic,

as she said the same thing to Ike when they reunited.

Overall, then, men were portrayed as being pressured to conform to a
specific masculine ideal. Additionally, men were responsible for being romantic,

as evidenced by others telling men they should be, as well as men being

narratively rewarded for their romantic gestures. Romance, then, was one
component in the overall guidelines to which men were pressured to initiate in

order to have a romantic relationship.

Rescue Me: Men and Women Coming to the Rescue

Several scholars have argued that men typically rescue women in
romantic films (e.g., Cooks, et al., 1993; Evans & Deleyto, 1998; Galician, 2004;
Griffin, 2006; Rubinfeld, 2001; Schwartz, 1994). Indeed, much like men were

encouraged to initiate romance, men also rescued women publicly. Men
predominantly rescued female protagonists from external forces, such as
dangerous/uncomfortable situations, people and/or events

America’s Sweethearts, 2001; Enchanted, 2007; Hitch,

(50 First Dates, 2004;

2005;

My Big Fat Greek

Wedding, 2002; The Proposal, 2009; What Women Want; 2000). Conversely,
women were portrayed as rescuing men privately, from themselves

(50 First

Dates, 2004; Enchanted, 2007; Failure to Launch, 2006; Something’s Gotta Give,
2003;

What Women Want, 2000).
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Men Publicly Rescue Women
In some movies men rescued women publicly, from danger and events out

of the women’s control

Runaway Bride,

(Enchanted,

2007;

1999). For instance, in

Hitch,

2005;

The Proposal,

2009;

The Proposal (2009), Andrew rescued

Margaret by agreeing to marry her so that she could avoid deportation, even
though it would be a sham marriage and he faced the threat of jail time and
heavy fines. Indeed, without Andrew, Margaret would have been deported, and

would have been unable to maintain her power and status, and Andrew would

have been unemployed. Ike

(Runaway Bride,

1999) rescued Maggie when he

helped her purchase the wedding dress that she wanted (to marry another man);
when the dressmaker refused to sell Maggie the dress, Ike threatened that he

would squirt ink all over the dress if Maggie was not permitted to purchase it
Maggie, then, was characterized as incapable of getting what she wanted without
Ike’s intervention. Although neither female was in danger, they were rescued

from events over which they had little or no control.

Additionally, Hitch

(Hitch,

2005) rescued Sara from another man trying to

pick her up in a bar by pretending to be her partner, although they had never

before met. Although Sara had attempted several times to get the man to leave
her alone, by verbally telling him she was uninterested, it was not until Hitch
appeared that the man left Sara alone, thus illustrating that Sara was unable to

ward off the unwanted trespasser, but needed a man to come rescue her. Also
unable to rescue herself, Darcy

(What Women Want, 2000) lost her job because
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she was unable to be assertive. Thus, Nick had to tell his boss to rehire Darcy,
stating, “if you don't get Darcy McGuire back in here and I mean pronto, the
board is gonna be paying you your settlement.” If it was not for Nick, Darcy would

have continued her unemployment.
In the previous examples, the male protagonists saved the female
protagonists from various events (being deported, not getting the perfect wedding

dress, getting hit on, or losing a job); however, in other instances, men ultimately

rescued women from danger, or their own lives. In the film

Enchanted (2007),

Robert literally saved Giselle’s life when he kissed her, breaking the spell that
would have otherwise killed her. Granted, this was a Disney movie, so a fatal

magic spell is an extreme example; however, Robert still ultimately saved
Giselle’s life. Additionally, Robert rescued Giselle upon their first meeting, when

Giselle fell off a billboard, and Robert caught her. Giselle certainly expected to be
rescued; when Robert asked, “is this a big habit of yours? Falling off stuff?”
Giselle answered “well, usually someone catches me,” signaling that she

routinely relied on men to catch her, literally and figuratively. In

The Proposal

(2009), Margaret, who could not swim, fell off of a boat and nearly drowned.

However, Andrew rescued her, pulling her back into the boat, and keeping her

warm.

Other examples were less literal; there was a difference between men
saving women’s lives and men saving women from their lives. In

The Proposal

(2009), for example, Andrew saved Margaret from her cynicism and lonely life by
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proposing to her. Because Margaret’s parents had died, she was alone, but

Andrew rescued Margaret from loneliness by falling in love with her and

welcoming her into his family. Likewise, Sara

(Hitch, 2005) was cynical, and

unwilling to let down her guard and date men, stating “sometimes it’s really hard

to see the forest through the sleaze.” However, by the end of the movie when

Hitch proclaimed his love for her, Sara decided to let down her guard and date
him. Thus, Hitch rescued Sara from her own cynicism and general sentiment

towards men.
Lucy

(50 First Dates, 2004),

because of her memory loss, relived the

same day, every day; however, Henry rescued her by creating videos that quickly

explained her condition, and what she had missed since her accident, and had
Lucy watch them every morning. By doing so, Henry was able to rescue Lucy

from her overprotective father, and created some semblance of a normal life for
her. Eddie

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001) also improved the condition of Kiki’s

life, by entering a romantic relationship with her and rescuing Kiki from her
tyrannical sister, Gwen.
Ian

(My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002) also improved the condition of

Toula’s life by marrying her; prior to their marriage, Toula lived with her
overbearing parents who continually pressured to her to get married and have
children. In these cases, men freed women from their overbearing family

members, assumedly granting them happiness. However, it is important to note
that rather than granting women complete independence, these men simply
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shifted the locus of women’s dependence from family to the men themselves.

That is, men “saved” women from their families, but women were then dependent
on the men who had saved them.
Although men predominately rescued women from external events and
danger, there were rare examples in which men rescued women from their

preconceived notions of who they should be, and how they should act

Bride,

1999;

What Women Want, 2000).

For instance, in

(Runaway

Runaway Bride (1999),

Ike helped Maggie learn more about her preferences. Ike chastised her, saying,
“you’re so lost, you don’t even know what kind of eggs you like!” After Maggie left

Ike at the altar, she was depicted trying multiple types of eggs (scrambled,
poached, hard-boiled, etc.), and eventually, reunited with Ike and told him, “I love

eggs Benedict. I hate all the other kinds of eggs." Although discovering the type
of eggs she liked may appear trivial, this led to Maggie discovering more about
her preferences, goals, and values rather than being what she thought her mates

wanted her to be like. For instance, she also informed Ike, “I hate big weddings

with everybody staring. I would like to get married on a weekday while everybody
is at work. If I ride off into the sunset, I want my own horse." This realization of
her wedding preferences eventually enabled Maggie to have the type of wedding
that she wanted, and to marry Ike without running away and leaving him at the

altar.
Through Ike’s encouragement, Maggie further recognized why she

continually left men at the altar. This was illustrated when she revealed to Ike,
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“When I was walking down the aisle? I was walking toward somebody who had

no idea who I really was. And it was only half the other person's fault, because I
had done everything to convince him that I was exactly what he wanted. So it
was good that I didn't go through with it because it would have been a lie.” Ike

encouraged Maggie to realize that she had continually tried to be what she
thought other men wanted, rather than who she truly was. Thus, Ike rescued

Maggie from her own insecurities and preconceived notions of who she thought
she should be.
Nick

(What Women Want, 2000) also helped Darcy come to a realization

about herself by telling her, “isn’t that what you were trying to say the other night?

That you weren't complete? That you weren't really a winner like that? Everything
about you, how smart you are, how good you are, everything just makes me want

you even more.” So, even though Darcy felt like men could never love her as
long as she enjoyed professional success, Nick helped her realize that he loved
her as she was, and that she could begin asserting herself at her job.
Clearly, many of these films contain a rescue theme, where men

rescued women publicly, from difficult situations or experiences. Men also
rescued women from their lives and from themselves, sometimes literally saving

women’s lives, but mostly improving the quality of their lives. In rare instances,

men encouraged women to learn more about themselves, and to worry less
about what others thought about them. Overall, however, all of these rescues
ideologically connote that women are unable to take care of themselves, and
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need a man to either make their life better, or to encourage them to learn more
about themselves.

Women Rescue Men from Themselves
Contrary to the literature claiming that men always rescue women (e.g.,

Cooks, et al., 1993; Evans & Deleyto, 1998; Galician, 2004; Griffin, 2006;
Rubinfeld, 2001; Schwartz, 1994), women rescued men in some of the films

(50

First Dates, 2004; Enchanted, 2007; Failure to Launch, 2006; Something's Gotta
Give, 2003; What Women Want, 2000) as well.

However, instead of rescuing

men publicly, women rescued men privately. For instance, Robert

(Enchanted,

2007) did not believe in true love, as evidenced by his statement to Giselle that
“love... The lovey-dovey version that you talk about? It's fantasy. And one day,

you have to wake up and... you're in the real world.” However, by the end of the
film, Robert admitted that “true love’s kiss [...] is the most powerful thing in the
world,” quite the difference from his original attitude. Through his friendship with
Giselle, Robert learned to love again; thus, Giselle saved Robert from himself.
Paula

(Failure to Launch, 2006) also rescued Tripp from himself. Through his

relationship with Paula, Tripp discovered the self-confidence and reassurance he
needed to move out of his parents’ house, something that he was unable to do

before he met Paula.
In other examples, women who rescued men from being womanizers,

making them “better” people. For example, Nick

(What Women Want,

2000)

treated women like objects, as illustrated by his use of sexist jokes, parade of
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one-night stands, and lack of respect for his female employees. However, when
he developed the ability to hear women’s thoughts, he began to recognize his

insensitivity towards women; in this way, women as a group rescued Nick from
being a womanizer. Furthermore, Darcy also rescued Nick, showing him the error

of his ways. Indeed, at the end of the film, Nick told Darcy, “oh, boy. It sort of
looks like I'm here at one in the morning being all heroic trying to rescue you, but
the truth is, I'm the one that needs to be rescued here,” to which Darcy replied,

“what kind of knight in shining armor would I be if the man I love needs rescuing

and I just let him walk out my door?” This exchange signifies that Nick depended
upon Darcy to rescue him. Indeed, the film’s plot centers on Nick’s eventual
rescue from being a womanizer.

Something’s Gotta Give (2003) was similar to What Woman Want (2000),
in that the film focused on Harry being a self-proclaimed womanizer, and his

subsequent change of heart that led to a happy and committed relationship with

Erica. For instance, Harry admitted to Erica that he preferred one-night stands to
relationships, saying, “My dear, you are confusing sex with sleeping. Sleeping is

something I prefer to do alone." However, after having sex with Erica, Harry
decided to spend the night with her, signaling that he started to change his mind.
The film ended with Harry going out to a family dinner with Erica and Erica’s

daughter, son-in-law, and granddaughter. During dinner, Harry was smiling,
laughing, and holding the baby, illustrating that he was happy being a family
man, rather than a ladies’ man.
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Henry

(50 First Dates, 2004) was also a womanizer, which was fittingly

illustrated at the beginning of the film, where multiple women described

encounters with him, in which he romanced them, and then quickly left them,

citing different excuses each time. Indeed, the first time the audience saw Henry
he was detaching himself from yet another conquest by telling her he was a

secret agent (he was not). Indeed, he admitted that he was a womanizer; when
his coworker, Alexa, crudely remarked that she thought he “liked his bitches from
out of state," Henry replied, “Yeah, that's usually my policy. Make sure I don't get

tied down." This has additional meaning when viewers understand they are in

Hawaii, a state known for its vacationers and being an ocean away from other

states. However, after meeting Hawaiian local Lucy, Henry changed his mind.

This was demonstrated when he refused to seduce a young woman, admitting at
dinner, “Actually, I'm not drunk at all, Noreen, and neither are you... because

there's no alcohol in these drinks. Sadly, I've used this technique many times. It
helps lovely tourists, such as yourself, loosen up without impairing your ability to

stay awake, and have guilt-free, vigorous sex with me.” Thus, although this was
something Henry had done many times in the past, after meeting Lucy, he
decided he no longer wanted to act in this manner.

Thus, the theme of people needing to be rescued was clearly depicted in
many of the films

(50 First Dates, 2004; America’s Sweethearts, 2001;

Enchanted,

Failure to Launch, 2006; Hitch,

2007;

2005;

Wedding, 2002; The Proposal, 2009; Runaway Bride,
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My Big Fat Greek

1999;

Something’s Gotta

Give, 2003; What Women Want; 2000).

However, rescuing was not shown in the

same way universally. Some of the films portrayed women as unable to help

themselves, or their life situations, and needed a man to rescue them. Others
illustrated how men helped women to learn more about themselves. Finally, still
others depicted women as rescuing men; however, women did not rescue men

from situations, but rather from themselves. Thus, men were incapable of making

a life change without having women who encouraged them to become better

people. Overall, while men mostly rescued women publicly, women rescued men
privately.

It Had to Be You: Living Happily Ever After
Similar to the literature claiming that films typically portray couples as
being “meant for each other," meaning that they will live happily ever after (e.g.,

Evans & Deleyto, 1998; Galician, 2004; Griffin, 2006; Rubinfeld, 2001; Schwartz,
1994; Tanner, et al., 2003), many films under study

Enchanted, 2007; Four Christmases, 2008; Hitch,

(50 First Dates, 2004;

2005;

Runaway Bride,

1999;

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) included protagonists who espoused their beliefs
in one true love. Moreover, all of the films implied that the couples would be

together forever, and live happily ever after. While three films
2004;

My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002; Runaway Bride,

protagonists’ weddings, other films

(50 First Dates,

1999) depicted

(Enchanted, 2007; Four Christmases, 2008;

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) alluded to couples marrying, while others
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(America’s Sweethearts, 2001; Failure to Launch, 2006; Hitch, 2005; The

Proposal,

2009;

What Women Want, 2000) implied that couples will be together

forever.

One True Love
Several characters in these films under investigation expressed their belief

in one true love. In some cases, only one of the protagonists expressed this idea,
while in other cases, both protagonists stated that they believed in one true love.

Brad

(Four Christmases, 2007), for example, stated that Kate was his one true

love, saying, “But, honey, I do feel comfortable now I think having this

conversation because in my heart I know I've found the one person in life that I
want to have these conversations with. And that person's you. I love you so
much." Although at first, Brad believed that he did not want to get married and

have children, he later realized that Kate was the only person he wanted to

marry, and the only person with whom he wanted to have children. Maggie

(Runaway Bride,

1999), too, expressed her belief in one true love, telling Ike, “So

it was good that I didn't go through with them [my other marriages] because it

would have been a lie, but you - you knew the real me”; that is, out of the three

other men Maggie was engaged to, Ike was the only one who truly understood
her. Maggie further supported her claim by marrying Ike, something she had

never done before (she had left her three previous fiances at the altar).

Hitch

(Hitch, 2005) also disclosed his belief in one true love; when he went

to Sara’s apartment to attempt to reconcile with her, he found another man there.
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Thinking that the man was a new love interest (although he was really Sara’s

brother-in-law), Hitch told Sara, “I don't know who this is, and I don't care. What 1
do know is he'll never feel about you the way that I do,” signifying that he was the

only person who could make her happy, and that they were meant for each other.
Further, Hitch also confessed to Sara, “Here I am, Sara, falling. And there's only

one person that makes me feel like I can fly. That's you,” plainly announcing that

Sara was the only person who could make him happy. Thus, in these examples,
one person from each couple expressed their belief in one true love; in other

films, however, both partners articulated this belief.
Nowhere was this more apparent than in

Enchanted (2007), where a voice

over the opening credits intoned that the wicked queen “did all in her power to
prevent the prince from ever meeting the one special maiden with whom he
would share true love's kiss.” This statement established the film’s plot and also
the characters’ assumptions that there was one true love for everyone. Indeed,

Giselle spoke of "my one true love. My prince. My dream come true," and even

sang a song, entitled “True Love’s Kiss,” about kissing one’s true love; lyrics
included such ideas as “When you meet the someone who is meant for you/
Before two can become one/ There's something you must do.” Clearly, Giselle
believed in the idea of one true love, a concept that was reified when a spell was

cast upon her, and Robert proclaimed that “true love’s kiss” is the “most powerful
thing in the world." However, when Edward, Giselle’s fiance, kissed her, the spell
was not broken - it was not until Robert kissed her that Giselle’s life was saved.

163

Thus, this clearly signified that Robert, Giselle’s “one true love,1’ was the only

person capable of saving her life.
In

50 First Dates (2004) as well, both protagonists believed that they were

meant for each other. Henry met Lucy every almost every morning for breakfast,
but Lucy, who suffered from short-term memory loss, was unable to remember
meeting him. This meant that whenever they met for breakfast, it was as if Lucy
was meeting Henry for the first time. However, as Lucy’s father told Henry, “we
figured it out. She only sings on days she meets you.” That is, every morning

when she met Henry, Lucy did not remember meeting him previously; however,

every afternoon when she returned home from breakfast, she spent the day

singing - something she did not do any other day.

Further, after Lucy terminated their relationship because she felt her
medical condition was holding Henry back, she burned her journal that detailed

their time together and anything related to their connection to forget that she had

ever met him. Despite taking such actions, she continued painting his portrait,
over and over again. This was evidenced when Henry went to the medical center
where she was living, and upon seeing him, Lucy showed Henry a roomful of

paintings depicting his face, and said, “I don't know who you are, Henry, but I
dream about you almost every night” Clearly, Henry was meant for Lucy if she

could remember him enough to paint him, even though she could not remember
who he was. Moreover, Henry reinforced this notion when he told Lucy, "You

erased me from your memories because you thought you were holding me back
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from having a full and happy life. But you made a mistake. Being with you is the

only way I could have a full and happy life. You're the girl of my dreams, and
apparently I'm the man of yours.” Hence, Henry acknowledged that he was the

only person for Lucy, but also stated that Lucy was the only person who could
make him happy and fulfilled.
Harry and Erica

(Something's Gotta Give, 2003) also shared a belief about

one true love, even though they both began the film cynical and distrustful of
love. Indeed, when Harry terminated their relationship, Erica stated, “I don’t want
my bearings. I've had my bearings my whole goddamn life. I felt something with

you 1 didn't know really existed. You know what that's like after a twenty year

marriage? To feel something for another person that's so...” Thus, Erica claimed
that even though she had been married before, she had never felt for anyone
what she felt for Harry - Harry was the only person who could make her feel that
way. Ultimately, Harry, too, shared that feeling. Harry went to Paris to hopefully

reunite with Erica, only to find her on a romantic vacation with Julian, a much

younger man. After dinner and dancing, he left, sadly, but eventually Erica
followed him, and the following exchange occurred:

Erica: He said when he saw me with you, he knew I was still in love with
you. What do you have to say about that?
Harry: Turns out the heart attack was easy to get over. You were

somethin' else. I finally get what it's all about. I'm 63 years old and I am in

love for the first time in my life. And that's what I came here to say.
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Clearly, not only did Julian recognize that Erica and Harry were meant for each
other, but Harry did as well, admitting that he had never been in love before he

met Erica.

That Erica and Harry were meant for each other was most obvious at the

dinner they shared (with Julian) in Paris; before Erica and Harry had terminated
their romantic relationship, they had accidentally switched glasses, and over
time, had worn each other’s. At dinner, they recognized that they were wearing

each other’s glasses, and switched. This moment was significant, as soft,
romantic music played, and they exchanged an intimate look with each other as

they switched glasses, something that was not lost on Julian. Basically, this
exchange signified a modern-day take on Cinderella’s glass slipper, with Harry

and Erica finding that the other was the perfect match, in many ways (including
age).

Unquestionably, many films portrayed a belief in one true love, advocating
the idea that people have one person meant for them, and they simply have to

find that one person. Whether it was one of the protagonists proclaiming their
belief in one true love, or both protagonists, this assumption was clearly stated.

Essentially, the concept of having one true love presupposes that as long as one

finds the person meant for him/her, nothing more needs to be done - partners

then do not need to do any work to maintain their relationship, because they

were meant to be together. This also leads to the assumption that if there is one
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person for everyone, once partners find each other, they will live happily ever
after.

Staying Together Forever
Indeed, all of the films at least alluded to the couples staying together

forever. In some instances

2002;

Runaway Bride,

(50 First Dates, 2004; My Big Fat Greek Wedding,

1999), weddings were explicitly depicted. The final scene

of Runaway Bride (1999) was Ike and Maggie's wedding, while

My Big Fat Greek

Wedding revolved around lan and Toula’s marriage. Although Lucy and Henry’s

(50 First Dates, 2004) entire wedding was not shown, they clearly married; at the
end of the film, Lucy (who suffered from memory loss and watched a video every
morning that informed her of her condition and what she could not remember)

watched her and Henry exchange wedding vows. Although marrying does not

necessitate that couples will be together forever, one generic convention of
romantic comedies is that couples will live “happily ever after” (Preston, 2000).

In other films

(Enchanted, 2007; Four Christmases,

2008;

Something’s

Gotta Give, 2003), the protagonists’ weddings were not included; however, they
were strongly committed to each other. For instance, in

Enchanted (2007), the

film’s final scenes included Giselle, Robert, and Robert’s daughter, Morgan, all

happily working at Giselle’s boutique clothing store, and happily singing and
dancing through Robert’s apartment, where Giselle presumably lived. Hence,

although Giselle and Robert’s wedding was not included in the film, the
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assumption was that they are at least fully committed to each other, and likely

living together.
A committed relationship between Brad and Kate

(Four Christmases,

2008) was also assumed. After Brad and Kate reconciled, and decided that they
wanted to get married and have children, the film fast-forwarded to one year

later, where Kate had just given birth to their daughter. The scene showed Brad
standing over Kate in a hospital room holding a new born child. So, although their
wedding was not depicted, and they were not wearing wedding rings in the final

scene of the film, marriage was implied because Brad told Kate that he wanted to
get married, have children, and spend the rest of their lives together.
Erica and Harry

(Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) also were assumed to be

committed to each other, as evidenced in the final scene of the film, which

depicted Harry, Erica, and Erica’s daughter, son-in-law, and granddaughter
eating a family meal together at an upscale restaurant. Harry held Erica’s baby

granddaughter, thus indicating that he was part of the family. Erica and Harry
were both wearing wedding rings, and they were clearly together, in love, and

living their lives as a committed couple.
While the majority of the films

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001; Failure to

Launch, 2006; Hitch, 2005; The Proposal, 2009; What Women Want, 2000) did
not include a wedding or similar indication of commitment, they at least implied
that the couples would be together forever.

What Women Want (2000), for

example, ended with Nick and Darcy kissing passionately on her staircase, after

168

Nick apologized to Darcy and proclaimed his love for her, and Darcy
reciprocated. Although the longevity of their relationship was unknown, it was
clear that they were compatible (Nick accepted Darcy as she was, unlike her ex-

husband), and that now that they had been honest with each other, they would

be in a successful relationship.
In both

America's Sweethearts (2001) and Hitch (2005),

protagonists were

portrayed living their lives as a couple, indicating that they were in a happy,
committed relationship. For instance, during the final scene in

America's

Sweethearts (2001), audiences saw Kiki and Eddie packing their clothes
together, and preparing to leave Nevada as a couple, presumably to go home
together. Similarly, the final scene in

Hitch (2005) showed Hitch and Sara happily

dancing together at a wedding that they had ostensibly attended as a couple.

Thus, both Kiki and Eddie, and Hitch and Sara, acted as committed, figurative
single entities.
Similarly, the couples in

Failure to Launch (2006), and The Proposal

(2009) were also not married, but clearly planned on spending the rest of their

lives together. For instance, when Paula and Tripp

(Failure to Launch,

2006)

reconciled, Paula asked Tripp, “Do you want to spend the rest of your life having
fun, or do you want to spend it with me?”, and Tripp replied by kissing her,

presumably answering that he did want to spend the rest of his life with Paula.

The Proposal (2009) was even more obvious; Andrew asked Margaret to marry
him, and she accepted; the closing credits contained clips of Andrew and
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Margaret talking about their engagement and upcoming marriage. Again, even
though their weddings were not expressly portrayed in these films, their eventual

weddings were assumed.

Veritably, the belief in one true love was expressed in many of the films by

at least one of the protagonists. This concept not only presupposes that there is
one person for everyone, but that it is relatively easy to find that one special

person. That is, all of the protagonists eventually found their one true love, thus

contending that out of the vast number of people on this planet, people are
bound to run into their true loves eventually - likely because they live in the same

city (or driving distance apart). Moreover, the concept of there being one true
love for everyone also suggests that once one’s true love is found, the only

possibility is to live happily ever after. Hence, the final scenes of the films,
whether they depicted marriage or not, all suggest that protagonists will be
together forever; once protagonists have found their one true loves, their search

is over.
Altogether, this semiotic discourse analysis of eleven films reveals five

closely interrelated themes regarding romantic relationships: (a) both partners

involved in the romantic relationship must possess similar demographics; (b)
women should choose family over a career; (c) men must be appropriately

masculine; (d) partners should rescue each other; and (e) there is one true love

for everybody which leads to couples living “happily ever after.” A clear
description of the ideal romantic partner was also included in these films; couples
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should share multiple demographic characteristics with each other in order to be

compatible. Indeed, many of the protagonists were upper- to upper-middle-class,
White, physically attractive, heterosexual, and of similar ages (usually in their

early 20s to upper 30s).
Male and female protagonists were presented in restricted ways.

Moreover, women, particularly professional, occupationally successful, single
women, were presented problematically. Single women were considered

monsters, too cynical, or lonely because they were not in a romantic relationship.
Additionally, they were sexualized or infantilized by men, making them less

powerful, and more stereotypically feminine.

These portrayals inexorably lead to women being pressured to choose
family over their lucrative careers. That is, because women were miserable as
single women (which they clearly must be if they are monstrous, cynical, or

lonely), they should strive for a romantic relationship that would make them less

evil, jaded, or alone. Women in these films, however, never came to the
conclusion that they were miserable on their own, but were rather told by others
that they should be lonely or dissatisfied. Indeed, many women ultimately

realized their need to be in a romantic relationship because they were unsatisfied

with their well-paying, highly rewarding careers. Subsequently, some women
even compromised or abandoned their careers enabling them to be in a romantic
relationship. Thus, for women, romantic relationships were portrayed as highly
valuable, and even necessary. Moreover, women were defined by their
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relationships and who they were with, rather than what they did; hence, women
were depicted as dependent, rather than independent.
For men, romantic relationships were portrayed as something that

required a delicate balance. That is, men had to make sure they acted
appropriately masculine towards women, acting as the protector, but also had to

make sure they did not act

too masculine. Those who acted too masculine were

punished in that women did not want to be in romantic relationships with them;

however, when men became appropriately, hegemonically masculine, they were
rewarded with romantic relationships. Moreover, romantic relationships for men

were a type of responsibility - they were burdened with the task of initiating
romance, as well as organizing and paying for dates. Hence, while women were
pressured to be in romantic relationships, men were pressured to be good at

being romantic, by not only knowing what women like/want, but also by giving

them whatever it was they desired.
Further, romantic relationships were portrayed as necessitating rescue, by
both men and women. For example, men were often characterized as public

rescuers, protecting women from people, situations, and their own lives. Women
were portrayed as private rescuers, characterized as saving men from

themselves, thus molding them into ideal romantic partners. Finally, the belief in
there being one true love for everyone was a clear theme in many of the films.

Moreover, protagonists all found their one true love, relatively easily, within the
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course of the films. Because they were with their one true love, protagonists
presumably spent the rest of their lives together, and lived happily ever after.

173

CHAPTER FIVE
IT’S NOT YOU, IT’S ME: CONCLUSIONSAND IMPLICATIONS

Overall, this analysis reveals many important ideological issues within the
eleven texts under examination. Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of
interaction stages in relationships is incongruent with the romantic comedy

genre. Furthermore, romantic relationship participants are defined as upper-

middle- to upper-class, White, attractive, heterosexual, and of similar ages
(usually upper-20s to 30s). The women are initially occupationally successful, but

eventually focus more energy on their personal relationships, whereas the men
transform into the acceptable amount of masculine. Partners rescue each other

based on gender-specific norms. Couples engage in romantic relationships that
were predestined, and live happily ever after. Not only does this study raise

questions about the appropriateness of Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of
interaction stages in relationships as applied to romantic comedies, but also
about the films’ portrayals of women, men, and romance. While the findings are

important, it is also necessary to consider possible implications for both media

and interpersonal scholarship.
In Chapter 3,1 used Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction

stages in relationships as a framework to analyze the narrative structures of the

eleven romantic comedies under investigation. By doing so it is clear that the
narratives not only diverged from the model in several significant ways, but also
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included elements and nuances not described by the model. Specifically, the
films’ narrative structures diverged from the model by presenting a rapid

escalation through the steps, skipping steps, and sudden termination and

rekindling of the relationship.
In Chapter 4,1 used semiotic discourse analysis to investigate the various

discourses, or themes, present within the eleven texts. Particularly, I focused on
the ways in which participants in romantic relationships were portrayed, as well

as how romance was portrayed. The following five overarching themes emerged
from my analysis: (a) both partners involved in the romantic relationship must

possess similar demographics; (b) women should choose family over a career;
(c) men must be appropriately masculine; (d) partners should rescue each other;

and (e) there is one true love for everybody which leads to couples living “happily

ever after.”

Implications

These findings have a myriad of implications. For instance, the films’
narrative structures and Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction

stages in relationships diverge greatly; this suggests that the model is not an
appropriate framework for mediated portrayals of romantic relationships in

romantic comedies.

Also, the finding that protagonists were overwhelmingly upper-middle- to
upper-class, White, attractive, heterosexual, and similar in age hints that only
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people who fit those demographics can, or should, be in these romantic
relationships. Ideologically, it bespeaks a privilege that people from those groups
share.

Gendered behaviors were also reified in the films; that is, women and men

were encouraged to act in ways that conform to dominant gender ideologies. The
ways that women were portrayed implies a dominant ideology that limits
women’s choices, and prescribes a rigid and specific set of behaviors that they

should enact. Likewise, the ways that men were portrayed is also, ideologically
speaking, limited and rigid. The idea that men and women are portrayed as both

being rescuers, while positive, also speaks glaringly about appropriate gender

roles for men and women, as men (publicly) rescued women from danger, while

women (privately) rescued men from themselves. Moreover, the overall
portrayals of women and men serve to naturalize the public-private sphere
dichotomy (e.g., Gal, 2002; Milroy & Wismer, 1994; Pateman, 1989; Phillips,

1991; Ryan, 1990; Simonton, 1995; Wood, 2003), prescribing both women’s and
men’s roles in U.S. culture.
Finally, the portrayal of romance as predestined insinuates an unrealistic

fairy tale view of love. The concept of “one true love” implies that romantic
relationship satisfaction is simply a matter of finding the “right" person, something
that might well be a daunting task. Further, once the right person is found, the

implication is that conflict, disagreement, and/or serious issues are of no import,

because if people are meant to be together, then nothing should break them
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apart. This deemphasizes the need to reach agreement on salient issues, such

as whether or not to have children, where to live, etc. Overall, depicting romance
as predestined presents a naive, unrealistic worldview where people live happily

ever after, regardless of possible problems and ongoing maintenance required in
relationships.

Genre, Narrative Structure, and the Model of Interaction Stages
Clearly, the narrative structures of the eleven texts under investigation

diverged from Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction stages in

relationships. Thus, the model of interaction stages is not effective in describing

the patterns of relationship development and dissolution portrayed in romantic
comedies. One possible reason for this may be that the romantic comedy genre

has specific conventions, including narrative structure, that do not necessarily
match what the model seeks to describe.

Preston (2000) describes some of the conventions present in all romantic
comedies, thus establishing guidelines for how to classify the films. Although

there is no widely accepted definition for what constitutes a romantic comedy,
Preston does define some conventions that are present in almost all romantic

comedies. In brief, some of the conventions that Preston identifies are: (a) one
protagonist realizing they are romantically involved with the “wrong" person,

which leads to their search for the “right" person (the other protagonist); (b) the
role of the same-sex best friend as confidante; (c) romance as a magical event;
(d) the transformative moment, where protagonists profess their love for each
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other; and (e) the implication that protagonists will be together forever. Indeed, all

of the texts under investigation included these generic conventions, thus

classifying them as romantic comedies.
However, although Preston’s (2001) work does provide a starting point for
analyzing the generic structure of romantic comedies, it does not include analysis

of the narrative devices used to employ the conventions. Other scholars (e.g.,
McDonald, 2007; Mortimer, 2010; Rubinfeld, 2001) have argued that romantic

comedies all follow the same formulaic narrative structure: boy meets girl, boy
loses girl, boy and girl reunite. Further, Mortimer (2010) included additional

nuances to the basic plot. First, the protagonists are in love, but are somehow

unable to be together. Second, one protagonist is in love with the other, but the

love is unrequited. Third, the protagonists begin as antagonists who then begin a
romantic relationship. Some of the narrative elements explicated by both Preston
(2001) and Mortimer (2010) were exemplified in many of the films’ plots

examined in this thesis. For instance, some of the films

Runaway Bride,

1999;

(Enchanted,

2007;

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003) included protagonists who

realized they were in love with the wrong person, but ultimately ended with the
right person (the other protagonist), and in these cases, included one of

Mortimer’s conventions.
The model of interaction stages in relationships (Knapp & Vangelisti,

1991) does not describe several nuances included in the narrative structure of
the eleven films under analysis, including intimate self-disclosure early in a
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romantic relationship, or before a romantic relationship even begins. Because the

model does not specify a time frame for each step, it is impossible to understand
whether mediated portrayals of romantic relationships were progressing too

quickly, although scholars have critiqued the speed at which mediated romantic

relationships progress (e.g., Johnson & Holmes, 2009; Pardun, 2001; Tanner, et
al., 2003). Further, the model of interaction stages does not describe

relationships that begin as one type (friendship) and then become another type
(romantic relationship), something that occurred in over half of the texts under
analysis

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001; Enchanted, 2007; The Proposal, 2009;

Runaway Bride,

1999;

Something’s Gotta Give, 2003; What Women Want,

2000). Finally, all of the eleven texts, with the exception of

Wedding (2002),

My Big Fat Greek

included the protagonists terminating and then rekindling the

relationship.

Initially, the model of interaction stages in relationships (Knapp &
Vangelisti, 1991) served as a good beginning and seemed reasonable given that

it is a widely known model in interpersonal communication, published in books,

taught in universities, and so forth. However, despite its initial usefulness as a
possible framework, it ultimately was incongruent with the films’ narratives. While
other models or theories, such as social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor,

1973), or relational dialectics theory (Baxter & Braithwaite, 2008) may be more
helpful in describing the narrative structure of mediated portrayals of romantic

relationships, entertaining those possibilities is beyond the scope of this thesis.
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Regardless, it is important to note that the generic conventions of relationship

development and dissolution present in romantic comedies clearly diverge from
the stages of relationship development and dissolution described in the model of

interaction stages in relationships.

The model of interaction stages (Knapp & Vangelisti, 1991) has faced

multiple critiques from interpersonal scholars. Indeed, several of its noted
limitations were also evidenced in my research. For instance, Mongeau and
Henningsen (2008) pointed out that the model is non-specific and unclear.

Indeed, the model does not specify multiple nuances found in the texts, such as

speed of relationship progression, or the possibility of skipping steps in the
model. Further, while the model is based on social penetration theory (Altman &
Taylor, 1973), it is largely atheoretical, and has not been extensively tested

(Mongeau & Henningsen, 2008). Baxter and Montgomery (1996) also criticized
the model for its focus on linear development and dissolution, arguing that

romantic relationships are in a constant state of flux, or dialectical tensions.
Clearly, there are several serious limitations to the model, even in the realm of

interpersonal scholarship.
However, also important to note is that I only studied mediated portrayals

of romantic relationships, rather than actual romantic relationships, which Knapp
and Vangelisti’s (1991) model was created to explain. Obviously, the narrative
structure found in romantic comedies is not necessarily the structure found in
actual romantic relationships. Regardless, while mediated portrayals of romantic
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relationships are clearly different from actual romantic relationships, mediated

romantic relationships still model reality to some extent. As Fiske (1987) asserts,
media is perceived as realistic “not because it reproduces reality, which it clearly
does not, but because it reproduces the

dominant sense of reality” (p. 21,

emphasis mine). Thus, even if mediated portrayals of romantic relationships do
not exactly match the experiences or structure of actual romantic relationships,

mediated portrayals of romantic relationships still need to be logically coherent,

or as Theye (2008) explains, have narrative fidelity and make sense to
audiences. To some extent at least, mediated portrayals of romantic relationships

have to approximate audiences* actual experiences.
Hence, for the model of interaction stages in relationships (Knapp &

Vangelisti, 1991) to diverge so greatly with the narrative structures of the eleven
films under analysis suggests that the model may also not accurately describe

actual romantic relationships; however, the model’s applicability to actual

romantic relationships is beyond the scope of this thesis. Rather, it is more
important to note that the model of interaction stages in relationships appears

incompatible with the narrative structures of the films under analysis, and
possibly all romantic comedies, given that they typically share the same narrative

conventions.
Underrepresentation of Minorities

As evidenced in Chapter 4, several demographic groups were not

represented, or only slightly represented, in the films under study. For example,
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the majority of the protagonists were upper-middle- to upper-class, White,

physically attractive, heterosexual, and from the same generation. These
representations privilege people who belong to those groups, while oppressing
people who belong to any alternative group(s), thus reifying dominant ideologies

of privilege. Indeed, limited prescriptions regarding who should, and should not,
be in romantic relationships were evident.

Partners Should be Wealthy. Protagonists were overwhelmingly portrayed
as upper-middle- or upper-class. Examining this from a political economy
perspective, some important implications emerge. A political economy approach

acknowledges the dynamic between government, media ownership, and
audience. In brief, political economists recognize that one purpose of media is
profit; thus, media attempt to give audiences what they want, so that audiences

will continue to consume media. Understanding this, it is clear that lower-class

people are typically not film consumers so media likely do not find a need to cater

to them (Motion Picture Association of America, 2011). Continually rising ticket

prices may discourage people of lower socioeconomic status from attending
films. That is, lower-class people do not have the discretionary money to go out

and see a film. Despite the fact that the eleven texts under analysis were, and
are, all available via cable, satellite, fiber-optic, DVD, etc., lower-class people are
also not likely able to afford additional fees such as cable or satellite television.

Thus, lower-class people are not the primary target audience for theatrically
released romantic comedies.
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Rather, middle-class people are typically targeted by media, particularly

for a popular culture genre, such as romantic comedy. Romantic comedies may
in fact draw audiences who are interested in how people in more elevated

socioeconomic statuses live. Obviously, media must entertain people in order to

make a profit, and people are typically not willing to pay to see an exact
representation of their own lives. Additionally, depicting protagonists as upper
middle- or upper-class may also serve to make the plots more plausible to
middle-class audiences. For example, a typical middle-class couple would likely
not have the resources to take exotic vacations every year, as Kate and Brad

(Four Christmases, 2008) were able to afford. A middle-class male would likely
not be able to support himself solely as a matchmaker, as Hitch

(Hitch,

2005) did,

and a middle-class female would not normally have access to a movie star as
Kiki

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001) had. So, portraying these characters as

having the resources to believably act the way they did may help enhance the
believability of these films.

Thus, in order to draw more consumers, and make more profit, romantic

comedies must include portrayals that their audiences want to see. However, this
occurs at the expense of completely ignoring groups of people, including those in

a lower socioeconomic class. Although lower-class people are depicted in other
genres of films, such as drama or documentary, romantic comedies typically
eschew portrayals of lower-class protagonists, unless the film relies on a “rags-

to-riches’’ plot (i.e.,

Pretty Woman,

1990,

Maid in Manhattan, 2002). That is,
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protagonists in romantic comedies are either wealthy, or become wealthy during
the course of the film. As with other types of underrepresentation, this privileges

people who belong to the upper-middle- and upper-classes. Moreover, it can also
shield people from the harsh realities that are often part of lower-class peoples’

lives, allowing audiences to live in their fantasy world of perceived socioeconomic

equality.
Partners Should be White. The majority of the protagonists were White,

only one protagonist was African-American (Hitch,

protagonist was Hispanic/Latina (Sara,

Hitch,

Hitch, 2005),

and only one

2005). Many scholars have noted

an underrepresentation of racial/ethnic minorities in the media, arguing that this

leads to the belief that the only appropriate type of romantic relationships are
those between White people (e.g., Holtzman, 2000; Merrit, 2000; Wood, 2003).
Further, media do mirror reality to some extent (Fiske, 1987), and part of the
appeal of media is the extent to which they align with lived experiences

(Bilandzic, 2006)'. Hence, a possible result of underrepresentation of non-White

groups in the media is that people who identify with those groups may feel
alienated from media content.

Granted, racial/ethnic minorities are portrayed in romantic relationships in
independent or less mainstream films; however, the impact of those examples is

lessened by their limited visibility to audiences. Additionally, it is noteworthy to
mention that the highest-grossing romantic comedies of the past ten years only
depicted two protagonists who were not White, and being paired together, they
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were the only example of an interracial/interethnic romantic relationship. Indeed,
the noticeable lack of protagonists who are racial/ethnic minorities reifies a White

privilege, suggesting that minorities do not deserve equal representation in the
media.

Additionally, even though one of the eleven films included protagonists
who were not White

(Hitch, 2005), they were still portrayed as belonging to a

dominant White culture. For instance, both Hitch and Sara

(Hitch,

2005) were

light-skinned, associated predominantly with White friends, and made no mention

of their cultural backgrounds as being any different from the predominantly White
world they inhabited.

Further, even though Toula

(My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002)

associated with the Greek culture, and the film continually referenced her family’s

Greek heritage and traditions, Toula often mocked her father for being so

connected to the Greek culture. She often spoke disparagingly of Greek culture,
and opted to marry a non-Greek male, despite her family urging her to marry a
Greek man.

As others (e.g., Merrit, 2000; Mizejewski, 2007; Rhodes, 1995; Wood,

2003) have noted, even when racial/ethnic minorities are portrayed, they are
often depicted as conforming to a dominant White/Western culture. Indeed,

Mizejewski (2007) pointed out that exceptions to White characters in romantic

comedies are not ground-breaking, because they are often light-skinned and
attractive. Similarly, hooks (2006) asserts that White culture often appropriates

185

minority cultures, consuming and subsuming them into the dominant culture. In

essence, even when mainstream media includes characters who belong to racial
and ethnic minority groups, they still imbue the characters with markers of White
ness, and still make them appear to conform to the dominant White culture.

Thus, even though three of the twenty-two protagonists were racial/ethnic
minorities, they did not contribute to a balanced or equal representation of

racial/ethnic groups.
Partners Should be Physically Attractive. Protagonists were not only

overwhelmingly wealthy and White, but they were also physically attractive, by

current Western standards. Wood (2003) noted that media typically feature
attractive females, arguing that women’s personalities or behaviors are not as
important as what they look like or what they wear. Others (e.g., Galician, 2004,

2007; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999) also claimed that in romantic films,

protagonists were usually both good-looking. In featuring only physically
attractive people, the texts underscored the importance of physical

characteristics, signifying that only physically attractive people should be in
romantic relationships.

Important to note is that both characters who were shown as less than
physically perfect were “made over” before they began romantic relationships.
For instance, Kiki

(America’s Sweethearts,

2001) was shown via flashbacks as

overweight, with unkempt hair, no make-up, glasses, and frumpy clothing. When

she began a romantic relationship with Eddie, she was noticeably slimmer, had
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carefully styled hair and make-up, and was wearing contact lenses and one of
her sister’s glamorous, form-fitting evening gowns. Likewise, Toula

Greek Wedding, 2002) began the film with unkempt hair,

(My Big Fat

no make-up, glasses,

and baggy clothing. However, once she began going to college, she was shown

(via montage) curling her hair, applying make-up, and wearing contact lenses
and increasingly stylish outfits. Once her transformation was complete, Toula
was not only accepted at the “popular table” at her college’s cafeteria (a privilege

that was denied to her when she was in elementary school), but she also had the
confidence to accept a date with Ian. Thus, both Kikl and Toula were rewarded

with romantic relationships once they conformed to contemporary societal
standards of female attractiveness.
Indeed, these films under examination help set a standard for what
constitutes being beautiful, handsome, or sexy. In this case, beautiful, sexy
women should first of all be White (and if they aren’t, they should be “exotic") and

thin. They should wear contact lenses instead of glasses, carefully style their

hair, and dress in form-fitting outfits. Perhaps most importantly, beautiful women

must always wear make-up, even to bed. In fact, the female protagonists were
depicted applying make-up, visibly wearing make-up, and keeping make-up on

when they went to bed. Furthermore, some women, such as Margaret

Proposal, 2009) and Sara (Hitch,

(The

2005) were shown frantically primping and

applying make-up immediately upon waking up in the morning, after spending the

night with the respective male protagonists. The implicit message is that if
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women want to be in romantic relationships (and they should want to be), they

must work hard to make themselves physically acceptable to men, and they
always need to look prepared, coiffed, and styled to perfection. This expectation

is blatantly unrealistic, as actual women sometimes have “bad hair" days, forego
make-up, and wear baggy clothing, and not all women have the financial
resources to purchase expensive clothing or professionally style their hair.

Regardless, these films tell women that they are not acceptable as they are, and
that they need to change themselves to conform to conventional standards of

contemporary beauty to be physically attractive to and for men.

Men were also not exempt from unrealistic physical expectations. As

Galician (2004, 2007) noted, men in the media must always be taller than their
(female) romantic partners, which was also the case in this analysis. These films

also prescribed that handsome men should be White and physically fit (but not
too muscular). They should also be consistently well-groomed, including their

hair style. Additionally, men were overwhelmingly portrayed wearing suits, or at
least professional business attire (slacks, dress shirt, tie, etc.), with the exception

of Henry

(50 First Dates, 2004), who lived on an island and worked with sea

animals - thus excusing his casual clothing. Overall, men were expected to be

constantly and consistently well-put-together; for instance, after spending the
night at Sara’s apartment, Hitch

(Hitch,

2005) woke up early and brought back

morning beverages (coffee, tea) for Sara, appearing on-screen perfectly

groomed (even though it was relatively early in the morning).
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As a whole, these portrayals of physically attractive protagonists insist

upon a universal measure of what is, and is not, attractive. That is, attractiveness
is a homogenized, rigid concept, with predetermined parameters. This does not

allow for individualized preferences or ideas about what is or is not attractive.

Thus, whether or not I think glasses are attractive or sexy, the films I analyzed
tell me that they are not. In doing so, the films perpetuate stereotypes of female

and male attractiveness that are often difficult, or impossible, to imitate (although

they keep the beauty and cosmetic surgery industries in business).
More concerning, however, is that the emphasis on physical attractiveness

presupposes the importance of superficial, physical characteristics over more
salient personality characteristics. In many of the films, protagonists were

seemingly incompatible; for example, while Margaret

(The Proposal, 2009)

valued power, wealth, and markers of financial success (such as an expensive
apartment in Central Park West) over personal relationships, Andrew preferred to
downplay his financial status, and had a strong attachment to his family. Nick

(What Women Want, 2000) regularly took part in one-night stands, treated
women in a derogatory manner, and believed that women could not be

businesspeople, while Darcy was a successful businessperson who valued
monogamous relationships (she was previously married). Indeed, many of the

protagonists experienced situations which exposed their disagreements on
fundamental issues; yet, by the end of all the films, the issues were seemingly

easily resolved, or did not negatively impact their relationship.

189

Thus, much as others (e.g., Galician, 2004, 2007; Johnson, 2007; Metz,
2007) argued, conflicting values are relatively unimportant, according to mass

media. Actual romantic relationships are typically evaluated for compatibility,
through communication between partners about values, goals, desires, opinions,
etc., and partners sometimes even go through pre-marriage counseling in order

to make sure that they agree on salient issues. However, these films under
analysis demonstrate that as long as partners look good together, their deeper

feelings about everything from career goals to religious affiliation are unimportant

and can be easily resolved. This emphasis on superficial characteristics also

attests that partners can, and

should,

change their core beliefs for each other.

That is, rather than find a person that is more compatible, one should instead
endeavor to change the (attractive) partner one has. Not only is this expectation
unrealistic, but it is also incredibly unhealthy, and could lead to relational
dissatisfaction within actual romantic relationships, when partners are not willing

to change their beliefs for each other.
Partners Should be Heterosexual. Not only were protagonists

predominantly upper-middle- to upper-class, White, and physically attractive, but
they were also all heterosexual. This heterosexual bias in films has been noted

by others who argue that underrepresentation of same-sex romantic couples

underscores the dominant ideological belief of the primacy of cross-sex romantic

relationships (e.g., Johnson, 2007; Johnson & Holmes, 2009; Martin & Kazyak,
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2009). Indeed, by only featuring cross-sex couples, these romantic comedies
imply that same-sex couples are unworthy of attention or representation.

Furthermore, by prescribing what is “normal” for romantic relationships
(e.g., one man and one woman), these films ascribe all other possibilities to the
realm of the abnormal, including same-sex relationships. As Rubinfeld (2001)

explained, romantic comedies, “through the absolute absence of any alternative
types of coupling, rejects all alternative types of coupling” (p. 112). Thus, not only

did these films indicate that same-sex couples are not important enough to be
featured, they also implied that there is something fundamentally wrong, or
abnormal, about same-sex couples. Moreover, when same-sex couples are

featured in Hollywood films, they are depicted humorously, and audiences are

encouraged to laugh at, or ridicule, them. For instance, in films such as

Birdcage (Nichols,

1996), and

In & Out (Rudin,

1997), gay couples are often

laughed at and ridiculed by other characters. In another example,

Pronounce You Chuck & Larry (Bostick,

The

I Now

Giarraputo, Sandler, & Shadyac, 2007),

the male protagonists pretended to be a same-sex couple, garnering laughs at
the ridiculousness of two men being in love, although the film ultimately ends with

an endorsement of the legitimacy of gay couples.

Also notable is the lack of lesbian couples in Hollywood romantic

comedies. Moreover, many of the well-known films that include lesbian
relationships include women who question their sexuality, through events such
as cheating on their partner with a man

(The Kids Are All Right,
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Gilbert, et al.,

2010), or ultimately deciding that they are really attracted to men (e.g.,

Kissing

Jessica Stein, Wurmfeld & Zions, 2001). Similar to many Hollywood portrayals of
gay men, mainstream depictions of lesbians underscore the implausibility of
same-sex relationships.

However, most important to note is that even the previous examples are
those of comedies, but not romantic comedies; indeed, no Hollywood romantic
comedies, including the eleven texts, feature same-sex romantic relationships.

As mentioned earlier, representation of same-sex couples may be found outside

of the romantic comedy genre, or in independent films. However, as Wood
(2003) noted, relegating same-sex couples to the fringes only reinforces the view

of same-sex partners as outsiders, and to some extent punishes them by forcing

them to the outskirts of mainstream viewing and attention.
Partners Should be Close in Age and Young. Finally, protagonists were all

close in age, and mostly appeared to be fairly young (approximately in their 30s).

Although ages were not disclosed, protagonists’ appearances suggested youth,
as they did not have any visible wrinkles, graying hair, or other physical signs of

aging. Wood (2003) noted that middle-aged adults and senior citizens are

typically underrepresented in the media, and that media portrayals are typically of
30-somethings, which was clearly the case in ten of the eleven films analyzed.

When elderly people are represented, they are typically shown in a stereotypical
manner, as cognitively declining, hard of hearing, and socially inactive (Grant &
Hundley, 2007). Additionally, as Wood (2003) argued, they are not shown

192

engaging in romantic relationships with each other. Again, showing a bias for
younger protagonists reinforces a sense of ageism, suggesting that only young

people are capable, or privileged, enough to be in romantic relationships.
However, one important exception to this youth-oriented bias was found in

Something’s Gotta Give (2003), a film that featured two protagonists who were at
least 20 years older than the other couples examined in these romantic comedies

(Harry was 63, Erica was in her 50’s). Not only were they the focus of the film,
but they were also depicted in a romantic, sexually active relationship with each

other. Interesting, both Harry and Erica ultimately rejected younger romantic
partners, ending the movie in a relationship with each other. Regardless,
although this portrayal is indeed positive, it reifies the notion that partners should

only be a few years apart in age. Overall, an ageist bias remains since these
films predominantly show younger couples.

Overwhelmingly, these eleven films portrayed an inflexible and limited set
of boundaries for what should be considered normal, or acceptable, in romantic

relationships. As a for-profit enterprise, Hollywood obviously has to cater towards
its target audience, giving them what they want. This is patently clear in light of
the audience demographics. For instance, according to the Motion Picture

Association of America’s (MPAA), most recent market trend data, in 2010, 63%
of moviegoers were White, followed by 19% Hispanic, and 12% African-American
(Motion Picture Association of America, 2011). Additionally, young people were
predominantly moviegoers, with 23% between the ages of 25-39, followed by
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15% between the ages of 40-49 and 2-11, 12% between the ages of 12-17, and

50+. Hence, it is clear that, to some extent at least, the audience demographics

influence the films’ demographics.
Ideologically, the implication is that people who belong to those coveted

groups should expect to enjoy successful romantic relationships (but only with
other people who also belong to those groups), because other personality

characteristics, opinions, beliefs, and values are unimportant in comparison.
Additionally, those who do not belong to those groups should expect to not be
privileged enough to find a romantic partner. These unrealistic standards and

expectations could then influence people in actual romantic relationships, and
create expectations that, when not met, could lead to relational dissatisfaction,

and eventual dissolution.

Representation of Women
Contrary to Galician’s (2004) claim that women in the media are routinely
portrayed in low income jobs, and as being less successful than their male

counterparts, several women in the films were portrayed as being more

successful than their male counterparts. While this may be a new and welcome
portrayal of women, a concern exists with the underlying assumptions about
successful women.

To begin, women were essentially portrayed as needing to choose
between having a successful career and a family. Similar to Hundley’s (2002)

findings that women in

Lifetime films were pressured to choose families over
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careers, the women in the eleven texts were pressured to deemphasize their
career achievements, and focus on having a family. This was partially
accomplished through portraying women who were occupationally successful as

abnormal or wrong. Indeed, in the eleven texts, successful women were
portrayed as monsters that should reprioritize romantic relationships over their

personal success, being too cynical about romance, or being lonely because of

their lack of romantic relationships. The message clearly is that women who are
more focused on their career than on family are flawed in some way, and hence

demonized. Even when women were portrayed as successful, their careers were
presumed to be negative, and something getting in the way of what is truly

important: a marriage and family. Thus, women were not criticized for simply

being occupationally successful; rather, they were maligned for being successful

at the expense of getting married and raising a family. Clearly a choice must be

made for in the 21st century women cannot “have it all."
Granted, there is nothing wrong with marriage and family, if those are
goals that women actively choose to pursue. The problem only occurs when

women are pressured or forced to choose marriage and family, or when they are
criticized for “making the wrong choice” by refusing to do so. Indeed, the films

essentially represented a narrow set of choices for women, limiting their scope of
possibilities. Rather than presenting multiple viable options, the films insinuated
that there is only one “right” choice for women to make, and it is only a matter of

195

time (and pressure from friends, family, and coworkers) before they realize what

they “truly” wanted or would make them ultimately happy.
Additionally, successful women were not only disparaged for prioritizing
careers over family, but were also often portrayed as sexy, or as young girls, in

an effort to disempower them. The tendency to sexualize powerful women was

duly noted by Wood (2003) and Merrit (2008), who argue that the media often
represents powerful women as both bitches

and sex symbols, because as long

as women are attractive, they are “allowed” to be powerful. As long as women

look feminine, they can act in stereotypically masculine ways. Thus, that the

women in these films were portrayed as attractive is important, because their
success and ostensible intelligence was downplayed in favor of their physical
appearance.

Basically, although all of the films under investigation included token
depictions of powerful, successful women, they did so in flawed and problematic
ways. In doing so, they perhaps appeased some critics regarding the problem of

representation, but representation on its own is not enough. Although
representation of powerful females is a positive step, it does nothing if it still
conforms to dominant, patriarchal ideology.

In a sense, the films presented powerful women hegemonically. That is,
the portrayal of powerful women undermined the concept itself. Audiences were

invited to scoff at the absurdity of women in power, and commend the female
protagonists’ inevitable choice of romantic relationships over careers. By
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depicting career-minded women as flawed, the films encouraged audiences to

view the female protagonists as incomplete, and ultimately view their
transformation into a softer, less cynical, and more feminine person as positive.

Overall, although at first glance it appeared that some women in these films were
portrayed as transcending patriarchal ideals, closer analysis reveals that female

protagonists are still portrayed as conforming to limited, dominantly patriarchal

ideas about what it means to be a woman.
Representation of Men
Men were also portrayed as conforming to dominant patriarchal ideology.
In the films, men were criticized for being too masculine, but also for not being

masculine enough. Men were pressured to be the breadwinner, have successful

careers, and initiate romance. At the same time, however, men were expected to

be in touch with their feminine side, to understand what women want and need,
and to be romantic. Indeed, men in these films were expected to conform to

hegemonic masculinity. According to Connell (1985), men who conform to
hegemonic masculinity embody stereotypical masculine traits of strength, power,

and responsibility, but at the same time are able to participate in stereotypically
feminine activities, such as housework and child rearing. That is, hegemonic

masculinity asks men to find the balance between being “man enough” and "too
masculine.” Additionally, hegemonic masculinity privileges White, heterosexual
men, expecting that men in those groups conform to those prescribed ideals

(Hundley, in press).

197

In many of the films, men were critiqued for being too feminine, and

encouraged to be more of a man. Men were not allowed to cry, show emotion, or
display any weakness, as that is too closely associated with stereotypically
feminine traits. At the same time, when men womanized, acted rationally, or

refused to be romantic, they were also criticized for not being sensitive enough.
Further, male protagonists were completely responsible for initiating romance

with their female counterparts. When they did not act romantically enough, they
were criticized by other characters, and when they did act romantically, they were

rewarded with the affections of the female protagonists. Male protagonists were,
indeed, charged with the responsibility of gaining the love of female protagonists,
a stereotypically masculine, active role.

Further, in keeping with hegemonic masculinity, male protagonists were
expected to “get it right.” That is, they did not only have to initiate romance, but

they also had to initiate the right type of romance, somehow knowing what

women want, and then delivering. In order to do so, male protagonists had to first
read female protagonists’ minds, as Galician (2004) suggested was often the

case. Additionally, male protagonists had to be sensitive enough, and thus
feminine enough, to act on female protagonists’ wishes, while still being

masculine enough to signal romantic intent.
Hegemonic masculinity, as portrayed in the eleven films, is incredibly

limiting, and implies that there is only one right way to be a man. In fact, several

of the films’ plots focused on making the male protagonists more closely conform
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to the ideology of the right type of man. Hence, the men in these films upheld the
dominant standard of the perfect, White, heterosexual man. These standards are

highly unrealistic, but more importantly, they restrict the scope of men's actions.
Men in these films were expected to engage in a strict set of behaviors that

marked them as “real men," and everything outside those prescribed behaviors
was discouraged and ridiculed. Thus, just as audiences are encouraged to react

positively towards the female protagonists’ transformations into being the ideal

women, they are also encouraged to react positively towards the male
protagonists’ transformations into the ideal man. These films, then, also promote
dominant ideologies about what it means to be a man. In so doing, they may not

only encourage female audience members to expect certain behaviors from men,
but also pressure male audience members to act in accordance with hegemonic

masculinity.

Representation of Rescuing
In keeping with stereotypical gender expectations of women and men, the
films under investigation depicted rescuing in explicitly gendered ways. Some

have claimed that, in romantic comedies at least, men actively rescue women,

while women wait passively (e.g., Cooks, et al., 1993; Evans & Deleyto, 1998;
Galician, 2004, 2007; Griffin, 2006; Rubinfeld, 2001; Schwartz, 1994). However,

this was not necessarily the case in these films. While male protagonists certainly

did rescue female protagonists, female protagonists also rescued male
protagonists. As with the depictions of successful women, rescuing was not a
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problem of the lack of representation of women rescuing men, but of the

underlying quality of those representations.

Male protagonists rescued female protagonists in stereotypically

masculine ways, whether saving them from drowning, unwanted male attention,
or in a particularly dramatic example, from a magic spell. Regardless of the ways
in which men saved women, the end result is that men saved women’s lives,
often in a heroic and public fashion. This is yet another way that men were
pressured to act like a “real man,” because real men should do nothing less than

drag a woman who cannot swim out of the water, rescue a helpless woman from

benign (although annoying) male attention, or kiss a woman to save her life while
his fiance watches. Ideologically speaking, the films implied that men are not real

men unless they rescue women in public, dramatic, and obvious ways. More
insidiously, these portrayals also imply that women are unable to rescue

themselves, because they are too passive or weak to do so.

Further, in some cases, men freed women from their overbearing families

(50 First Dates, 2004; America’s Sweethearts, 2001; My Big Fat Greek Wedding,
2002). However, by doing so, men only transferred women’s dependence from

their families to their romantic partners. This still reinforces a patriarchal ideology
that insists on women’s dependence on others, particularly men. Rather than

empower women, men only changed the agent of women’s dependence,
attesting to the women’s inabilities to support, or free, themselves.
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In a more positive portrayal of men and women, rather than make women
the passive recipients of rescue, two of the films

(Runaway Bride,

1999;

What

Women Want, 2000) depicted men as being the impetus for women becoming
more confident about their own preferences and abilities. However, these
positive portrayals were infrequent. Moreover, in both of the films, the women

changed in order to please the men - even Maggie

(Runaway Bride,

1999) only

learned more about herself so that she could “win" Ike back after she had left him

at the altar. Ideologically speaking, then, women should only accept themselves
for who they are if it ultimately pleases their partners. In doing so, women

are

ultimately changing themselves to become more desirable to men. It does not
matter how women change themselves, or even if women become more

powerful, it matters

why women choose to make those changes. That is, while

women learning more about themselves and accepting themselves is
empowering, it is not empowering if women only do it so that men will love them.

As mentioned, women were also portrayed as rescuing men. However,
the type of rescue that women engaged in was quite different. Typically, women
rescued men from themselves, or their personality traits, rather than from danger

or external threats. For instance, Darcy

(What Women Want, 2000) rescued Nick

from being a womanizer, and encouraged him to be more thoughtful towards

women. Thus, even though women were depicted as rescuing men, they still
took a more passive approach. That is, rather than save male protagonists’ lives
in heroic, public ways, female protagonists rescued male protagonists in
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nurturing, private ways. Nurturing is typically thought of as a stereotypical
women’s role, particularly the behavior of a mother towards her child. Thus, the

implication is that while men are allowed to play the public hero, women must

play the role of the mother, regardless of the context.
The theme of rescue within the eleven films thusly has both positive and
negative implications. That men encouraged women is positive, in that it casts

both women and men in an active, powerful light. Regardless, men were

frequently the beneficiaries of any changes women made to their personalities.
Additionally, unlike the findings to the contrary (e.g., Cooks, et al., 1993; Evans &

Deleyto, 1998; Galician, 2004, 2007; Griffin, 2006; Rubinfeld, 2001; Schwartz,
1994), women were shown as rescuers, not just as being rescued. However,

women rescued men privately, thus undermining the public recognition and
importance of those rescues.
Furthermore, rescuing people from themselves, in these eleven films at

least, implies a desire to change people. That is, people are not “good enough”

on their own, but have some flaw(s) that should be changed to be accepted by

other people. While self-improvement can be positive, these films implied that
there was something wrong with the protagonists. Just as men occasionally
encouraged women to change into “better,” more pleasing, versions of
themselves, women frequently encouraged men to change as well.

In some cases, protagonists were not compatible with each other; yet, this
does not mean that either of the protagonists needed to change, but rather, that
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they should find someone with whom they were more compatible. Ideologically,
these eleven films advocated that partners should strive to change each other,

and eliminate undesirable traits, rather than accept people for who they are.

For instance, women should attempt to stop men from womanizing, rather
than beginning relationships with men who are not womanizers. This places a

burden on both parties, and may also cause relational dissatisfaction, when

partners are not willing to change. Also, it shows that men should be more like
women (monogamous, sensitive, and responsible), and women should be more
like men (self-assured and confident), while still managing to conform to ascribed
gender expectations.

Reifying the Public/Private Sphere Dichotomy
Feminist scholars have conceptualized the idea of the public and private
spheres to describe the boundaries between acceptable activities for men and

women (Gal, 2002; Milroy & Wismer, 1994; Pateman, 1989; Phillips, 1991; Ryan,
1990; Simonton, 1995; Wood, 2003). This ideology presupposes that men’s

space is in the workforce, or civic/public sphere, while women belong in the
home, or private sphere; hence, the dichotomy ascribes socially acceptable
gender behaviors. The combined representations of women, men, and rescuing
serve to reinforce the false dichotomy of the public/private sphere. Together, the
way that men and women were portrayed in the eleven films reinforces and

supports the conception that men belong outside of the home, and women

belong inside of the home.
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Male protagonists were continually pressured to act like a man, have a
successful career, and actively rescue and pursue women. Moreover, men were
expected to do this in public ways, seeking recognition for their masculine

behavior. Female protagonists, however, were encouraged to leave the public
sphere (their careers), and retire to the private sphere of marriage and family.
When women refused to do this, they were put in their place by other characters,

and told that they should refocus their energy in the “correct” direction. Women

were also depicted as rescuing men in private ways, without public recognition.
For example, a crowd of people watched and applauded Robert

(Enchanted,

2007) for saving Giselle’s life. However, no one attributed Harry’s

Gotta Give,

(Something's

2003) transformation (from womanizer to family man) to Erica, even

though she was the catalyst for the transformation, and Harry himself admitted
that she changed him.

By relegating women to the private sphere, men also attempted to strip
women of their financial independence and autonomy. That is, if women

reprioritize family over career, they necessarily diminish, or lose, their financial
independence, and are thus dependent upon men to be the breadwinner. Again,

this serves to reify traditional patriarchal ideologies regarding a woman's place as

subservient to the financially responsible man. Moreover, by forcing women out

of the public sector, men are able to assume the jobs and responsibilities
previously held by women, thus further claiming their autonomy. Ideologically,
men who encourage women to leave the public sphere are insinuating that they
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are more worthy to hold their jobs, and receive the recognition formerly bestowed
on women. Obviously, if women are forgoing careers to take care of their houses,

husbands, and children, then more openings are made for men to hold positions

of power.
The dominant discourses in the eleven films validate narrow, stereotypical
gender roles, for both men and women. The ways men and women were

depicted conform to dominant ideological beliefs about what men and women

should be, and those behaviors were consistently valorized, with everyone living

“happily ever after,” once they accepted the naturalized ideology. The implication

is that women and men who act outside of those static roles are deviant, and
need to be corrected. Indeed, the “media have perpetuated the perspective that

individuals who do not conform to their assigned gender are abnormal and

unnatural” (Cooper, 2002, p. 53). Thus, these portrayals naturalize the “right”
behavior for men and women.

Hegemony and False Consciousness
Overall, these films continually perpetuate a false consciousness. Jost

(1995) defines false consciousness as “the holding of false or inaccurate beliefs
that are contrary to one’s own social interest and which thereby contribute to the

maintenance of the disadvantaged position of the self or group” (p. 400).

Essentially, it occurs when marginalized people either do not realize that they are

being oppressed, or when they actively deny their oppression. False
consciousness serves to reify hegemonic norms, primarily because hegemonic
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power operates with the consent of the oppressed. That is, marginalized people
deny that they are oppressed by conforming to the hegemonic dominant

ideologies that oppress them.
That is, while women are being told that they are active, equal members of
society, they are simultaneously pressured to retreat to their ascribed private

sphere. They are led to believe that this is in their own best interests, being told

by family and friends that the cure to their loneliness and cynicism is to get
married and have children. Men are told that they hold the power, control, and

responsibility, yet they still must confirm to rigid and unyielding gender
expectations. Thus, women and men may

believe that they are empowered, and

that they can choose to think and behave however they wish, but they are only

operating under a false consciousness. When women choose to forego the

careers that gave them personal satisfaction, and that they actually enjoyed, they

may think that they are choosing wisely, but are only operating within the
dominant ideology, and are thus participating in their own oppression. Likewise,
when men are pressured to engage in romantic gestures, they may think that

they are doing so for their own happiness, when in reality they are simply reifying
stereotypical gender norms.

Likewise, when women are overjoyed to be “rescued” from overbearing
family members, only to become dependent upon their male partners, they are

operating under a false consciousness - a belief that it is their best interests to
be dependent on someone stronger, wealthier, and more powerful. Further, when
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women learn to accept themselves, they may believe that they are empowering
themselves, but it is not empowerment when they wait for their partners to accept

them first. Similarly, the men who changed their behavior for the sake of their
female partners actively supported the masculine gender roles that both society

and the female protagonists expected.
The public/private sphere dichotomy only functions when women and men

actively choose to participate in it, relegating themselves to the “appropriate"
spheres. Indeed, for any ideology to be supported, people must be concsciously

or unconsciously willing to become oppressed, and to even work to oppress
themselves. This was abundantly clear in the eleven films where both women

and men ultimately chose to conform to their assigned stereotypical gender roles
with the belief that doing so would make them happy and fulfilled.

Representation of Romance and Romantic Relationships

These eleven films not only specified how men and women who are
seeking or are engaged in romantic relationships should behave, but equally

important, they also specified how romantic relationships themselves should be
identified (e.g. what constitutes romance) and how they should progress. In fact,

romantic relationships were depicted as being transformative, life-changing
events, similar to Preston’s (2000) description of romantic comedy conventions.

Further, romantic relationships were shown to be only between two people who
were truly “meant” for each other. Similarly, others (Galician, 2004, 2007; Tanner,

et al., 2003) contend that romantic comedies typically portray relationships as
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being predestined. One implication is that it is relatively easy to find one’s “soul

mate,” even in a large, populated city, such as New York. Indeed, based on three
of the eleven films

(America’s Sweethearts, 2001; The Proposal, 2009; What

Women Want, 2000), soul mates are likely to work in the same industry or
company as each other. Given the ostensible ease with which protagonists found

each other in these films, audiences may be understandably frustrated with the
difficulty they may be faced with in finding their own romantic partners.

Moreover, once predestined protagonists found each other, these films

connoted that they lived happily ever after, because their love was meant to be.
This idea of “happily ever after," again, presumes that no possible obstacle, no
matter how large, can keep protagonists apart. The belief in one true love

assumes that conflict, dishonesty, or differing values are unimportant as long as
one’s partner is also one’s soul mate. As Metz (2007) and Winn (2007) both

argue this can lead to unrealistic beliefs about what people should expect from
their partners, including that conflicts are unimportant and can be easily resolved.

Romance and romantic gestures were also represented in specific ways.
Romance was something initiated by men, and consisted of sentimental gestures
that showed the female protagonists how the male protagonists truly felt. In

showing these romantic gestures, the films helped codify a set of acceptable

romantic behaviors. These behaviors included things such as men sending

flowers to women, bringing women coffee in the morning, cooking lavish dinners,
and arranging all aspects of an idyllic date. As Haferkamp (1999), as well as
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Johnson and Holmes (2009) relate, romantic gestures are typically grand, over-

the-top affairs, which should communicate everything that the male protagonists
feel towards the female protagonists.

In identifying specific romantic behaviors, these films effectively delineate
what is and what is not considered romantic. Indeed, they are universalizing and

naturalizing the concept of romance, by assuming that every woman understands
romance the same way, and finds the same behaviors romantic. As complex

human beings, everyone has a different idea of what constitutes romance, and

what is romantic likely varies from person to person and from couple to couple.

However, there is no room for variance in these films. Audiences, then, are told
what to think of as romantic, and may expect those behaviors from their own

partners.

Stereotypes in media. Clearly, these films rely on stereotypical behavior
(such as giving a woman flowers) in order to convey love and romance. In doing
so, they imply that these types of stereotypical actions are desirable and

romantic, whereas others are not. Although this is, to some extent, problematic,
because it limits what is and is not considered romantic, it is necessary in
mediated portrayals of romance. As Dyer (2006) argues, as harmful as

stereotypes may be, they are necessary in media. According to Dyer, types are
“any simple, vivid, memorable, easily-grasped; and widely recognized

characterization in which a few traits are foregrounded and change or
‘development’ is kept to a minimum" (p. 355). Essentially, they provide a common
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vocabulary in order to explain and discuss complex things. Indeed, love and
romance are incredibly complicated concepts, not easily portrayed or explained.

Romantic comedies typically have little time to convince audiences that
protagonists are truly in love, and must rely on easily recognizable stereotypes in

order to quickly and effectively convey a sense of love between two people.
Portraying romance in nuanced, contextually specific ways would not easily

translate to audiences.
Similarly, Burke (1973/1941) claimed that stories, or symbols, help people

name and subsequently understand concepts. A “strategic naming” of a situation
“singles out a pattern of experience that is sufficiently representative of our social

structure that recurs sufficiently [...] for people to ‘need a word for it’” (p. 301).

That is, audiences need some common vocabulary with which to understand
romance. Thus, media tell us that, for example, getting coffee for a potential

romantic partner is romantic, so that audiences can all clearly understand what
they are seeing, and what it means in the context of the mediated romantic
relationship.
Hence, in order to name, explain, and convey romance, romantic

comedies must use formulaic, stereotypical romantic situations and behaviors experiences that audiences can quickly recognize and understand to be

romance. Although Dyer (2006) does contend that a solution to stereotyping is

depicting characters as unique human beings, that is a difficult task, particularly
for romantic comedies. Indeed, romantic comedies often rely on strategies, such
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as montage, to convey the passage of time and a sense of the romantic couple

growing closer; in montages that last a minute or two, romance needs to be

quickly established and explained, through actions that audiences can interpret.
Thus, while stereotypes are not ideal, they are a necessary means for people to
make sense of the world in a brief amount of time.

Media as Entertainment and Media Literacy
Throughout this chapter, multiple implications about portrayals of romance
and romantic relationships have been explicated. Clearly, however, not all

audience members are cultural dupes who unquestionably accept the
problematic mediated portrayals of romance and romantic relationships in these

eleven films. As Hall (1980) explains, audiences have the agency to read texts in
different ways. While some may, indeed, read these films based on their

dominant meaning, most audience members likely understand that media is a
form of pleasure and escapism, and do not completely accept the ideologies

present. At the same time, some of the underlying ideologies are disguised; for
instance, some of the films show women in power, but then covertly undermine
that power. Hence, it is possible for these more covert ideologies to influence
audience members, even those who view romantic comedies as entertainment.

Although analyzing audience response to these films is beyond the
purview of this thesis, alternative readings take work (Fiske, 1987); hence, not
everyone is capable of, or willing to, carefully and critically examine every

romantic comedy they watch. So, it is also reasonable to believe that some of
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these ideologies may cultivate audiences ’ beliefs about romance and romantic
relationships, or strengthen preexisting beliefs.

It is also necessary to keep in mind that these are all mediated portrayals.
A discussion of mediated portrayals is incomplete without some mention of

political economy. As aforementioned, political economists analyze the dynamic
between government, media ownership, and audience, and assumes that the

goal of media is, first and foremost, profit. Realistically, media are going to create
and market products that they know large quantities of people will consume.
Hollywood romantic comedies, as part of the mass culture system, are no

different. In order to make a profit, big Hollywood studios need to produce
romantic comedies that will sell tickets, and hopefully draw in repeat viewers.
Further, audiences typically watch movies to escape from reality. As evident from
the romantic comedy fare released in the past decade, audiences apparently

want to see rich, happy protagonists who find their soul mates and live happily

ever after. Romantic comedies simply reflect what the majority of audiences want
to see.
However, regardless of the media’s for-profit goals, they still are obligated
by social responsibility, and hence it remains important to critically analyze the

content of media, including romantic comedies. Because media reflect a given
culture’s beliefs, values, and ideologies, critical analysis of Hollywood romantic

comedies provides insight to American culture, revealing gender, race, and

socioeconomic inequality and heteronormativity. Furthermore, critical analysis of
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portrayals of romance in romantic comedies can also enlighten us to ways in

which portrayals can be made more realistic. Granted, media exists to make a
profit, but romantic comedies can, and should, provide audiences with people
who are more realistic and diverse, even if they must stereotype romance. This

means including people of different demographics, and women and men who do

not conform to patriarchal conceptions of gender roles.
In this chapter, I have identified the multiple serious problems with the

ways that men, women, and romance are portrayed within the top grossing

romantic comedies in the past decade. From a media effects perspective, these
portrayals may ultimately negatively affect actual romantic relationships, leading

to relational dissatisfaction and possible dissolution. They may also work to
further entrench dominant patriarchal gender roles. However, given that the
Hollywood system is difficult, if not impossible, to change, it is important for

audiences to at least be aware of the underlying ideological messages. While I

am not advocating for a complete boycott of romantic comedies, I am advocating
for a media literacy perspective that critically analyzes the ideologies embedded

in these films.

Limitations
All research has limitations, and I acknowledge the limitations in this

thesis. I only analyzed the highest-grossing romantic comedy of each year from
the past decade (1999-2009); although the span of a decade did lend breadth to
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my research, it did not account for any romantic comedies that were not the

highest-grossing of a given year. Thus, an analysis of the second-highestgrossing romantic comedy of any given year may yield different results.

Additionally, I limited my focus to only romantic comedies, whereas a greater

range of movie genres may have given a more complete picture of romantic

relationship portrayals in the media. 1 focused on portrayals of romantic
relationships, and the plot of romantic comedies centers on romantic

relationships, it is the clearest choice of genre.
Although semiotic analysis and DA is a tool for critics to use in order to
discover the underlying ideologies present within media texts, it does not account
for audience agency or interpretation of texts. Further, semiotic analysis and DA

can yield different results about dominant ideologies based on the scholar

employing these methods; thus, there is no definitive interpretation of any text.
This entails the impossibility of generalizing the results of a study using semiotic

analysis and/or DA to any other texts or genres. However, given that romantic

comedies typically follow prescribed conventions (McDonald, 2007; Mortimer,
2010; Preston, 2000; Rubinfeld, 2001), other romantic comedies share similar
portrayals.

Moreover, Knapp and Vangelisti’s (1991) model of interaction stages in

relationships was conceptualized to describe actual romantic relationships, while

my research compared and contrasted it with mediated portrayals of romantic
relationships. Thus, the places where the model diverged with the texts’ narrative
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structures may not be applicable to the progression of non-mediated
interpersonal relationships. Regardless, because media approximates lived
experiences (Fiske, 1987), the critique of the model deserves further
investigation.

Finally, regardless of the pervasive nature of media and its influence on
peoples’ beliefs and attitudes, critics of cultivation theory have pointed out that

media is becoming more diverse than it was in its infancy (e.g., Bryant, 1986;
McQuail, 2000; Perse, Ferguson, & McLeod, 1994). With the advent of cable

(and now satellite and fiberoptic) television, audiences are more able to control
the content that they watch, meaning that media is now far less homogenized

than it was previously. These critics point out that the expanding media

consumption options that audiences have rendered cultivation theory obsolete,
and no longer useful for studying media influence.

However, although there are more options available now than there were
years ago, multiple choices do not necessarily reflect diversity. In fact, media

ownership is now highly concentrated, thus several channels often work to
promote the ideology of their parent company (Gerbner, et al., 2002). The
importance of stories lies more in the major plotlines and not in the small details,

which means that although media stories may appear to be different, they
contain similar archetypes and plotlines. For example, Griffin (2006) found that
although films appeared different, many films contain the archetypes of men as
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knights in shining armor who must save the damsels in distress portrayed by
women.

Critics of cultivation theory have largely ignored the effects of self
selection. That is, because people are able to select the media they consume,

they may choose media content that fits with their established world views and

ideologies, meaning that media play the role of reinforcing and strengthening preestablished beliefs (Chaffee & Metzger, 2001; Slater, 2007). Audiences also tend

to choose media content based on enjoyment of that content, which has been
conceptualized as both liking the media content and liking the media experience

(Nabi & Krcmar, 2006). While both types of enjoyment tend to occur

simultaneously, it is possible for one to occur without the other. For instance,
audiences may enjoy the media content without enjoying the viewing experience,

or they may enjoy the viewing experience without enjoying the media content.
The concept of audiences choosing content that they enjoy suggests that

audiences may choose content with which they agree (i.e., selective perception).

Hence, although cultivation theory critics rightly point out that contemporary
audiences have many options, they ignore the fact that multiple options do not
necessarily equal heterogeneity.

Future Research
Given these limitations, future research could expand upon this thesis by

analyzing all romantic comedies in any given year, or several years, in order to
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include less popular films. Additionally, researchers interested in the
interpersonal aspects of this research could look at how the narrative structures
of romantic comedies converge or diverge with other interpersonal theories that

may be more applicable to mediated portrayals, such as social penetration theory
(Altman & Taylor, 1973). Research could also take an intercultural adaptation
approach, and analyze whether the male protagonists or the female protagonists

typically adapt to the others’ cultures, beliefs, and expectations. Critics interested
in the effects of the negative portrayals described in this thesis could conduct an

audience analysis that seeks to understand the impact of these portrayals on

actual romantic relationships.
Regardless of the direction that future research may take, the
pervasiveness and increasing availability of media, including films, entails the
importance of critically examining popular media, such as romantic comedies.

Rather than unquestioningly accept dominant ideologies and discourses, critics
must deconstruct and analyze media to understand not only the values that they

espouse, but also the values of the surrounding culture that creates and

consumes media products. If we learn about love and romance from the media,
we should be actively aware of what we are learning.
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APPENDIX

FILM SYNOPSES

Runaway Bride (Cort, Field, Kroopf, & Rosenberg,

1999)

Julia Roberts plays Maggie, who has left so many prospective husbands

at the altar that she has gained notoriety as "the Runaway Bride," and a

reporter (Richard Gere) is assigned to write a story about her. He tracks
her down to a small town in Maryland where she's spending time with her

family and preparing to give marriage another try. However, the more time

she spends with the persistent reporter, the more second thoughts she
has about her fiance (Deming, n.d.)

What Women Want (Cartsonis, Davey, Matthews, Meyers, & Williams, 2000)
Nick Marshall (Mel Gibson) is a successful advertising executive living in

Chicago who has long fancied himself a ladies' man, though he has
precious little understanding of women beyond figuring out how to seduce

them. One day, Nick receives a substantial electric shock in an accident in
his bathroom; while he's not seriously injured, when he comes to, he
discovers that he can suddenly hear what women are thinking. At first,

Nick finds himself learning all sorts of things he didn't want to know, but he
also realizes how this can be used to his advantage, especially after his

old boss, Dan Wanamaker (Alan Alda) is replaced by a woman, Darcy

Maguire (Helen Hunt). But Nick begins to feel differently about his unusual
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gift when he discovers Darcy is infatuated with him, and he finds himself
falling for her (Deming, n.d.)

America’s Sweethearts (Arnold, Crystal,

& Roth, 2001)

Billy Crystal stars as Lee, a studio publicist desperately trying to keep

several facts secret from reporters during a high-profile motion picture's
press junket. Among the developments that Lee is trying to obscure from
view: the film's eccentric director (Christopher Walken) has essentially

hijacked the $87 million movie and isn't allowing anyone to view it. Also,
the film's high-profile, real-life married co-stars Gwen Harrison (Catherine

Zeta-Jones) and Eddie Thomas (John Cusack) have acrimoniously split

since filming. Lee has led the press to believe that reconciliation is
imminent, when in fact Gwen hates Eddie more than ever. Lee's secret

weapon in his campaign of misinformation is Gwen's long-abused sister

Kiki (Julia Roberts), who works as the pampered star's personal assistant

while secretly pining for Eddie, who might just notice Kiki now that she's
lost 60 pounds (Williams, n.d.)

My Big Fat Greek Wedding (Goetzman, Hanks, & Wilson, 2002)
Toula (Nia Vardalos) is a Greek-American woman who is in her early

thirties and single. This bothers Toula a bit, but not half as much as it
distresses her mother and father. Toula isn't interested in leaving the

country to find a man, but since she works in the family business -- a
Greek restaurant in Chicago called Dancing Zorba's -- she has to hear
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about it whether she likes it or not One day, after seeing a handsome

stranger in the restaurant and not having the courage to talk to him, Toula
decides she needs a bit of self-improvement. Despite her dad's

misgivings, Toula signs up for a night-school class studying computers,

trades in her glasses for contact lenses, gets a different job at a travel
agency, and spruces herself up with a new look and a new attitude. To her
very pleasant surprise, she once again encounters the handsome

stranger, who soon asks her out on a date. Schoolteacher Ian Miller (John

Corbett) is seemingly perfect, except for two little things: he's not Greek,

and he's a vegetarian, both of which horrify Toula's family. When Ian pops
the question (and Toula says yes), the bride-to-be has to negotiate a

reasonably peaceful meeting between Ian's upper-class parents and her
own working-class extended family (Deming, n.d.)

Something's Gotta Give (Block & Farwell, 2003)
Jack Nicholson plays Harry Langer, a swinging sixty-something
entertainment executive surrounded by plenty of young girlfriends. His
latest romance is young petite sophisticate Marin (Amanda Peet), who

takes him to her mother's beach house in the Hamptons for a weekend
fling. However, Marin's successful Broadway playwright mother Erica
Barry (Diane Keaton) is already vacationing at the house with her sister

Zoe. Marin and Harry stay anyway, and Harry ends up having a heart

attack. He goes to the hospital and is looked after by thirty-something
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doctor Julian Mercer (Keanu Reeves). Impressed by her writing, Dr.
Mercer finds himself pursuing a romance with Erica. Because of his

serious health condition, he orders Harry to stay near the hospital. While
Marin returns to Manhattan, Erica agrees to stay on and look after Harry.

Of course they are repulsed by each other at first, but they end up falling
in love throughout the recovery process (LeVasseur, n.d.)

50 First Dates (Giarraputo, Golin, & Juvonen, 2004)
More than content with a life of one-night-stands, Henry Roth (Adam
Sandler) decides to give up his noncommittal lifestyle when he meets and

falls for Lucy (Drew Barrymore). However, when he discovers that Lucy

has no short term memory, Henry finds himself having to win her heart
again with every new day (Tobey, n.d.)

Hitch (Lassiter,

Smith, & Zee, 2005)

When a guy in New York City wants to make the right impression with a
certain lady, Alex ‘Hitch’ Hitchens (Will Smith) is the man he calls. Hitch

has made a career out of coordinating a man's first three dates so that
they'll show him to his best advantage. But Hitch discovers his own

romantic limitations when he falls for Sara (Eva Mendes), a journalist who
has her own ideas about romance, and might just expose Hitch's

underground business to the world. In the midst of all this, Hitch has his

hands full with Albert, a sweet but socially inept man who has enlisted
Hitch's services (Deming, n.d.)
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Failure to Launch (Aversano & Rudin, 2006)
Tripp (Matthew McConaughey) may have hit 30, but that doesn't mean
that he's ready to give up the many benefits of living at home with mom
and dad. His desperate parents have had enough, though, and after years

of gentle nudging they soon realize that it's going to take a concerted effort

to get Tripp out and enjoy their twilight years in peace. Realizing that their

only hope for ridding themselves of their reluctant-to-leave offspring rides
on the off-chance of his meeting the ideal female companion, mom and
dad enlist the help of a beautiful and talented woman (Sarah Jessica

Parker) in providing the romantic incentive needed to finally get their son
out of the family home (Buchanan, n.d.)

Enchanted (Josephson & Sonnenfeld, 2007)
Princess Giselle (Amy Adams) lives in the blissful cartoon world of
Andalasia, where magical beings frolic freely and musical interludes
punctuate every interaction. Though Princess Giselle is currently engaged

to be married to the handsome Prince Edward (James Marsden), her fate
takes a turn for the worse when the villainous Queen Narissa banishes her

to the unforgiving metropolis of New York City. As the cruelty of the big
city soon begins to wear down the fairy-tale exterior of the once-carefree
princess, the frightened Giselle soon finds herself falling for a friendly but

flawed divorce lawyer (Patrick Dempsey) whose kind compassion helps
her to survive in this strange and dangerous new world (Buchanan, n.d.)
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Four Christmases (Barber,

Birnbaum, & Glickman, 2008)

Brad (Vince Vaughn) and Kate (Reese Witherspoon) have made
something of an art form out of avoiding their families during the holidays,
but this year their foolproof plan is about go bust. Stuck at the city airport

after all departing flights are canceled, the couple is embarrassed to see

their ruse exposed to the world by an overzealous television reporter.
Now, Brad and Kate are left with precious little choice other than to

swallow their pride and suffer the rounds. Along the way, they perform in a
church nativity play, contend with Brad's gruff father, Howard, and bullying
brothers, Dallas and Denver, and pay a visit to Brad's spacey, New Age
mother, Paula, who recently made waves in the family circle by marrying

her son's childhood friend (Buchanan, n.d.)

The Proposal (Hoberman, Lieberman, & Versace, 2009)
Sandra Bullock stars in the romantic comedy The Proposal, as a
Canadian immigrant who creates a demanding and difficult work

environment for her subordinates at the office. When the news arrives that
she's about to be deported to the Great White North, she rushes into a
marriage of convenience with her young assistant (Ryan Reynolds) to
prevent such a catastrophe from occurring (Southern, n.d.)
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ENDNOTE

1 Transcripts were found on two different websites. The scripts for

50 First Dates

(2004),

America’s Sweethearts (2001), Enchanted (2007), Four Christmases

(2008),

Hitch (2005), The Proposal (2009), Runaway Bride (1999), and

Something’s Gotta Give (2003) were found on “Drew’s Script-o-Rama’1
(www.script-o-rama.com). The script for

What Women Want (2000) was found on

www.awesomefilm.com.
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